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ABSTRACT 
The research question explored in this exhibition and dissertation was to review the conventional notions 
of craftsmanship and the use of the specific medium of oil paint with reference to the art of Rembrandt 
and Damien Hirst. The subject matter is flesh. This study foregrounds the involvement and 
acknowledgment of the corporeal body, the hand of the artist, and of the organic material reality of our 
existence and the objects that surround us. 
The paintings reflect a series of interventions that resulted in abstracted images based on photographs 
of meat. Once a detail had emerged that emphasised the fleshiness of the selected image, it was printed 
by a professional printing company. These details were then translated into oil paintings. What is 
explored is the specific material qualities of the binding mediums traditionally associated with the use of 
oil painting to create expressive paintings. In the creation of the series of paintings, I prepared binding 
mediums consisting of wax, stand oil, damar varnish, zel-ken liquin and acrylic paste medium mixed with 
manufactured readymade oil paints. Consequently the choice and exploration of the material possibilities 
of a specific medium becomes content, using art to explore the idea of art. 
Paint becomes flesh-like, having congealed over the surface of the technical support. These paintings 
propose an internal and an external reality simultaneously referenced through the flesh-like surface, 
pierced and cut to reveal multiple layers created on the supporting structure (wood and canvas) with the 
use of a specific medium, oil paint, combined with a variety of other binding mediums. The edges of the 
unframed paintings play an important role assuming a specific physical presence, enabling them to 
define themselves as boundaries, both of the paintings particular field of forces and of the viewer’s 
aesthetic experience. They are no longer edges or frames in the conventional sense, but become other 
surfaces that are of equal significance in the reading or viewing of the work. 
  
Finally, the notion of an exhibition site being neutral or given is contested and, as a result, the 
contemporary artist needs to be mindful of site specificity in relation to the exhibition of the artworks. This 
series of paintings is intended to communicate as a body of work, reflecting an individual vision: a 
recurring, introspective process that is always unfolding. The body is constantly recreated by each 
individual viewer, and the context or site of display. The artist’s intention is to activate the viewer’s 
heightened awareness and response to the conscious arrangement of the collection of canvases, as 
each one represents a fragment or detail of a flayed carcass. 
 
Figure 1. Carcass 14, 2011. Oil and mixed media on canvas. 
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 1 
INTRODUCTION
The aim and methodological strategy 
The aim of the dissertation and exhibition of oil paintings, while privileging the concept 
of medium and the literal materiality of the art work, is to explore the constraints of 
medium as traditionally defined. What is proposed is a reviewing of medium in relation 
to art praxis and selected works of Rembrandti and Hirstii: an expression of medium as a 
“recursive structure”iii (Krauss 2000, 6). This is, as Rosalind Krauss describes, when 
medium has a supporting structure generative of a set of conventions; some of which, in 
assuming  medium itself as subject, will be wholly ‘specific’ to it, thus producing an 
experience of its own necessity (2000, 26; Buskirk 2005,14). The methodological 
strategy used to establish the importance of medium to communicate content in 
artworks will be discussed by critically analysing the use of medium in specific artworks. 
This narrative technique will shape the frame storyiv through which the use of paint as 
flesh in Rembrandt’s The Flayed Ox (1655) will be compared to the use of actual flesh 
in Damien Hirst’s A Thousand Years (1990).  
The framing of Rembrandt and Hirst 
The works of Rembrandt van Rijn and Damien Hirst were selected for comparison as 
both artists’ work reflect the use of different mediums, an individually specific practice of 
constructing a visual message.  Rembrandt exemplifies the identity of a Dutch male 
artist active in the 17th century whose work evokes the conventions associated 
historically with the specificity of oil painting.  In contrast, I consider Hirst as a 
contemporary artist of the spectacularv, whose use of installation as medium disguises 
the alienation of the critical artist and the absorption of critical art by the dominant 
discourse in contemporary societyvi.  His choice of media has ranged from installation, 
to appropriation, assembly production; and currently includes paintings, unusually (in 
the context of Hirst’s previous artwork) painted entirely by himself. 
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Figure 2.  Damien Hirst, next to examples from the exhibition of 25 
paintings, No Love Lost, Blue Paintings, October 2009 to January 2010 
at the Wallace Collection museum, (Online: Daily Mail Reporter, 13th 
October 2009). 
Reviewing the notion of medium 
As an art educator and practicing artist, I found it increasingly important to reassess the 
concept of medium.  This reviewing became particularly relevant when considering art 
made after the 1960’s. Alex Potts suggests that changes in conditions of production and 
consumption resulted in the art world’s interest in things and materials that reflect 
Western society’s post-industrial “age of the spectacle” (2004, 299).  Artists challenged 
the concept of art being confined to a specific medium and site by exploring a range of 
media including video, performance and installation.   
Overview of chapters: 
CHAPTER 1: Towards a new understanding of the specificity of medium in 
art 
The contemporary understanding of medium as a “recursive structure” will be explored 
in the first chapter. A number of theorists whose work reflects an engagement with the 
notion of medium in art will be referred to, including Rosalind Krauss, W.J.T. Mitchell, 
Raymond Williams, S. Lȕtticken, Martha Buskirk and Yves Bois. A reviewing of the 
notion of medium has become necessary because, just as postmodernismvii developed 
out of modernism’s perceived failure; a similar stage has been reached where a 
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reassessment of contemporary art practiceviii has become inevitable. As Potts suggests, 
one of the main reasons could be an increasing aversion to the spectacularising effects 
of postmodernix, post-mediumx art that has become prevalent over the past couple of 
decades (2004, 284). 
What constitutes a successful work of art in this post-medium age? 
According to Krauss, a successful work of art in the contemporary post-medium age 
should reflect on its own practice in relation to the past (2000, 10).  This reflection 
involves an acknowledgment of medium-specific practice which is replaced by, or 
combined with, the intent to use art as an exploration of the idea of art. This refers to art 
as a recursive sequence, where an understanding of specific art conventions and 
practicexi allows for an infinitely adaptive integration, an unknown outcome; but always 
containing the characteristics of the original input within the process.  In this way 
medium specificity is continued, through its subversion of both modernist and 
postmodernist practice, into “different specificity” (ibid). 
What Krauss seems to be suggesting is that a medium can be developed into an artistic 
convention, both arising from the nature of the work’s material support and by investing 
that material with expressiveness. What matters is the way the work addresses the 
structure of the medium used (1999, 56), this is the use of medium as a “recursive 
structure” (Krauss 2000, 6). According to the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary of 
current English (7th ed.), this concept of recursive structure is understood to mean a 
method of defining functions, in which the function being defined is applied within its 
own definition . In addition, this recursive structure is something made, rather than 
something given. This notion of ‘being made’ references the traditional connection of 
medium to matters of technique associated with the ‘specific’ activity of crafting attached 
to painting, sculpture and architecture. In the context of this study, which concerns 
painting, the  notion of ‘medium’ defines an infinite concept using finite components 
(paint), in a way that acknowledges that our knowledge and understanding of what 
medium can be in contemporary art praxis is socially and ideologically determined. 
However, within this contemporary world of shifting boundaries, semiotics (Saussure, 
Pierce), the floating signifier (Derrida), the power of surveillance (Foucault) and the 
death of the author (Barthes); of simulation (Baudrillard), the end of art (Danto, Kuspit) 
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and the spectacular (Debord); this study proposes that while an artwork can be 
considered a theoretical construct, it reveals the ability to use the traditionally 
constructed, finite components of art (specific mediums, craftsmanship, physical 
supports, and significant form) in a way that refers to and extends the understanding 
and experience of medium in art.  
 
The intention is to contribute to the continuing debatexii concerning the nature of medium 
in 21st century art praxis by suggesting that what distinguishes an art work from an 
ordinary objectxiii or experience is medium, or what Krauss terms “technical support” 
(2010, 37). This references a contemporary understanding of medium comprising a 
wide variety of physical supports, including specific mediums and the new technologies 
it has become possible to exploit when constructing or creating an artwork (2010, 38). 
 
Pollock defines practice, or the use of medium, as a process that uses specific 
resources, sound, images, words, genres, conventions and techniques to give form to 
aspects of social and subjective experience that would otherwise remain insignificant or 
culturally inoperative, in shaping the ways in which people live their lives (2007). This 
study proposes that these forms in art praxis are shaped not only through the physical 
properties of medium, but through the intention of the artist.  Painting is an intentional 
activity; the artist paints in order to produce a certain visual experience in a spectator, 
an embodied eye.  
 
CHAPTER 2: The importance of flesh and form:  The exploration of surface in 
Rembrandt’s The Flayed Ox (1655) 
In the second chapter what will be considered is how Rembrandt’s The Flayed Oxxiv 
reflects the artist’s use of a specific medium, oil paint, in a manner that engages with the 
specificity of medium in 17th century Netherlands. This chapter will show that his use of 
oil paint both supported and challenged the conventions of art praxis relevant to that 
time. The focus of this analysis will be Rembrandt’s use of paint as flesh. What 
characterises his work is the application of paint in a topographical manner. I shall 
examine how this maps the contours of the subject matter representing the substance, 
both of the objects he is representing, the carcass of an ox, and the medium, oil paint 
itself. The purpose of this discussion is to explore how Rembrandt intentionally used the 
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traditionally finite components of the art of his time (specific mediums, craftsmanship, 
physical supports, and significant form) in a way that refers to, but extends the 
understanding and experience of the notion of medium in art; that is medium as a 
recursive structure. 
 
 
 
The Slaughtered Ox, 1638. Glasgow 
Museum of Art. 
 The Flayed Ox, 1655. Louvre 
Museum of Art. 
Figure 3. Rembrandt’s Glasgow, The Slaughtered Ox (1638) and Paris, The Flayed Ox (1655). 
CHAPTER 3:  The consequence of concept in Damien Hirst’s A Thousand 
Years (1990) 
Damien Hirst’s artwork A Thousand Years is critically analysed in the third chapter. This 
analysis reflects on the use of actual flesh, a cow’s head, as medium.  What will be 
considered is the way in which this work indicates a contemporary approach to art 
making through a specific choice and use of medium, while engaging with similar 
subject matter to Rembrandt’s painting A Flayed Ox, namely flesh. The relevance of this 
discussion lies in its consideration of what constitutes medium in contemporary art 
praxis; and whether Hirst engages with medium as a recursive structure in relation to A 
Thousand Years.  
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Figure 4. Damien Hirst, A Thousand Years, 1990.  Glass, steel, MDF, cow's head, flies, maggots, insect-
o-cutor, sugar and water. 213 x 427 x 213 cm.    
 
CHAPTER 4:  The substance of medium reflected in a body of oil paintings 
exploring paint as flesh 
In chapter four, an analysis of my own studio work will provide a rereading of ‘medium’ 
referencing both Rembrandt and Hirst’s practice.  This chapter will not be an 
ekphrasticxv description of the exhibition of paintings but will focus on how I intentionally 
engaged with the notion of medium as a recursive structure through exploring the 
physical properties of a specific medium, oil paint; considering the conventional use of 
the support, canvas and wood; and the context or presentation of artworks. The 
exhibition of oil paintings reflects an exploration of a traditional painting medium 
promoting a diachronicxvi reading of surface.    
 
The selection of the medium of oil paintxvii was a conscious act which not only resulted 
in the use of a specific medium, but is considered as content. The methods and 
materials selected to create art works were transformed, resulting in the materials 
themselves generating associations. These associations, together with the forms into 
which they are shaped, establish the subject or content of the work of art (Buskirk 2005, 
14) rather than functioning just as raw physical matter, or a vehicle for artistic aesthetic 
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expression. These associations are ones that are established because of the 
understood and acknowledged ‘history’ of the object, an oil paintingxviii.  
 
 
Figure 5. Carcass 13, 2011. Oil on canvas. 
 
The works, referencing Rembrandt, reflect the traditional use of oil painting on a 
conventional support. This consists of a series of two-dimensional images on canvases, 
traditionally displayed on the wall, albeit unframed. The content, referencing both 
Rembrandt and Hirst uses meat, or flesh, as the visual reference for the images that 
were subsequently developed.  The process of painting involved moments of reflection, 
change, action, reaction, scraping, and painting: resulting in final images that reflect the 
passage of time, the mark of the artist’s hand and an engagement with a specific 
medium, oil paint. 
 
The following chapter explores the distinction made between a traditional understanding 
of the specific mediums associated with axiomaticxix fine art practices, and media which 
embrace the technological advancements of the modern age, foregrounding the 
importance of the site of display to present a socially structured aesthetic experience.  
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Figure 6. Carcass 5, 2011. Oil on canvas. 
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CHAPTER 1: TOWARDS A NEW UNDERSTANDING OF THE SPECIFICITY OF 
MEDIUM IN ART 
1.1. Specific traditional medium versus media in contemporary art praxis 
What will be discussed in this chapter is medium as it is traditionally, specifically 
understood but consentient with the contemporary notion of medium as recursive 
structure (Krauss 2010, 89).  Here a distinction is made between ‘medium’ and ‘media’: 
‘medium’ as ‘medium specific’ alludes to the traditional categories of painting, sculpture 
and architecture which reflect the use of a supporting structure referencing a set of 
artistic conventions. This stands in contrast to ‘media’, which privileges art as social 
practice where the conceptual intent and site specificity of the work become of 
fundamental importancexx. 
 
The use of the term ‘medium’ was historically very specific. The meaning evolved during 
the Renaissance, where the art academy was divided into the ateliers of painting, 
sculpture and architecture (Krauss 2000: 7), thus distinguishing fine art practice from 
craft.  Painting has been accepted as ‘art’ since at least the 15th century when, as Julian 
Bell says, it was seen as the material evidence of human skills exercised in contrast to 
nature, which God creates (1999, 174). Bell writes that this is when theorists such as 
Alberti and Leonardo demanded a ‘liberal’ or gentrified status equivalent to poets or 
musicians for the painter’s occupation; arguing that picture-making had philosophic 
stature since it mirrored the human ability to comprehend the world (ibid).  
 
According to Potts, a traditional understanding of medium is where the artist is the 
author who chooses some unformed material or medium and, through craftsmanship, 
creates a work of art: a “compelling structure” that harmoniously reflects the aesthetic 
use of material to represent the artist’s creative thought or feeling in a way that evokes a 
similar understanding or experience in the viewer (2004, 288). In this conception of 
medium, art can then be considered to reflect an artist’s intention, combined with the 
physical application of skills (craft), to communicate a specific meaning through the use 
of a physical or artistic support.  
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1.2. Paint as the most significant medium 
Painting, in particular oil painting has traditionally been regarded as the “most significant 
medium”. As W.J.T. Mitchell (2008, 5) explains: there is a “standard hierarchy that 
places painting at the top, sculpture a distant second, while the oldest, most pervasive 
medium human beings have devised, the art of constructing spaces, languishes at the 
bottom.” There was not only a hierarchy of practice with painting occupying the most 
‘significant’ position, but within painting itself, a difference in value is attached to specific 
mediums; for example, oil painting is traditionally regarded as superior to watercolour 
painting. Abstract oil painting, according to Mitchell, has been the fetish object of 
painting’s history; the specific style, genre or tradition (the very difficulty of naming it is 
part of the point) in which painting is supposed to find its true nature (2005, 222). 
 
 
Figure 7. Carcass 17, 2011. Oil on canvas. 
1.3. The post-medium condition 
The exact meaning of the word ‘medium’ became more contested in the latter half of the 
twentieth century when artworks could not be considered ‘fine art’ in the traditional 
sense (Lȕtticken 2004, 4). The concept of ‘medium’ in contemporary art theory includes 
reference to media, medium, mediation, mediate or mediator (Krauss 2000; Potts 2004; 
Lȕtticken 2004; Mitchell 2008; Buskirk 2005; Bois 1993). This is the period that Rosalind 
Krauss refers to as the “post-medium condition” (2000 xii) when art is no longer 
confined to a specific medium, but embedded in social critique. From the 1960’s, 
gaining momentum in the 1970s and early ‘80’s, artists contested the conventions 
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associated with the trope of artist, art history and how social identities are structured, 
resulting in the emergence of critical theory,xxi challenging the conventional canons of 
art and the groups traditionally excluded or marginalised such as feminists, Marxists and 
artists from diverse ethnic groups. As a result of this questioning, contemporary artists 
create works reflecting the multiplicity of possible media and spaces in which to exhibit.  
Much contemporary art reflects the preferential use of media such as photography, 
video and installations in contrast to traditional ‘fine art’ mediums such as painting and 
sculpture. This notion of media is a recent creation, only emerging with the development 
of modern mass media (Lȕtticken 2004, 2).  
 
There has been a marked shift in the absorption of modern media, as both content and 
medium, in contemporary art making. Furthermore, there has also been an adjustment 
from studio based, hand crafted work to either conceptual workxxii or assemblages of 
readymade objects or items fabricated by professionals to the artists’ specifications 
outside the studio, with the artist not even necessarily having to produce a model (Potts 
2004, 299). 
 
1.4. Marshall McLuhan’s “media theory” 
A broader interpretation of the term ‘media’ was introduced by Marshall McLuhan with 
his “media theory” (Lȕtticken 2004, 1). The famous dictum “the medium is the message” 
refers to his notion that noticing any change in our societal or cultural groundxxiii 
conditions indicates the presence of a new message, that is, the effects of a new media 
(Federman 2004).  What this means is that McLuhan defined a medium as "any 
extension of us" (ibid).  In other words a medium, this extension of our body, senses or 
mind, is anything from which a change emerges.  Since some sort of change emerges 
from everything we conceive or create, all of our inventions, innovations, ideas and 
ideals can be considered ‘McLuhan’s media’ (ibid). 
 
However, on the basis of their respective liquid media, it is suggested that oil painting, 
watercolour etc. can also be called media, although this seems to be a comparatively 
late development (Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary of current English 7th ed.). 
What this means is that the conventional artistic practices (oil painting, sculpture etc.) 
normally associated with the concept of ‘medium’, are defined as ‘media’ on the basis of 
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their materiality.  What becomes clear once the definitions associated with these terms, 
media or medium, are explored is the fluidity of their application depending on the 
context of their use.  Essentially in the late 19th and early 20th centuries the wider use of 
the word ‘medium’ is theoretically understood to refer to any means by which something 
is achieved or transmitted (a painting, a book, but also, for instance, a hammer or a 
person, as McLuhan suggests). This definition was complemented, but not replaced by 
a more specific meaning referring to newspapers, magazines, photography, film, and 
later radio and the computer. These practices are defined as ‘media’. This was then 
imported into artistic discourse, complementing and eventually all but replacing the 
notion of ‘the arts’ (Lȕtticken 2004, 2).  
 
1.5. Raymond Williams: art as practice 
The idea of medium not being confined to material practice is when ‘media’ is 
recognised as a fully social as well as material category, encompassing all the 
techniques, knowledge and values that artists acquire, consciously or unconsciously, 
within particular societies.  Raymond Williams extends this idea of media suggesting 
that it is defined by the social and cultural context within which it is practiced (Bernstein 
2004).  He traces the evolution in art terminology from defining artworks according to 
‘medium’ to defining them as ‘practice’. He contends that artworks have come to be 
understood as contextually embedded products. This understanding is aligned with 
post-modern art, which tends to emphasize the conceptual rather than the material 
basis of art (ibid). 
 
1.6. William J. Thomas Mitchell: medium as complex social institution 
From the late 20th century onwards there appears to be a paradoxical understanding of 
‘medium’. Conventionally, the understanding is either confined to the space or figure of 
mediation, where we are returned to the reified picture of materials, tools and supports 
or a contemporary understanding where medium is defined more broadly as social 
practice. As is typical in painting there was the fetishising reification of traditional 
materials and processes (Greenberg’s modernism) or conversely a desire to be 
liberated from the material and formal constraints of medium specificity (post-
modernism). 
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W.J.T. Mitchell describes the medium of paintings as an interpretation and 
understanding of painting encompassing not only the physical object that represents a 
‘painting’, but one that includes the viewer, the gallery, the collector and the museum 
(2008, 3). He defines medium not just as a set of materials, an apparatus, or a code that 
mediates between individuals, but as a complex social institution that contains 
individuals within it. In other words, he states that medium is constituted not only by a 
history of practices, ritual and habits, skills and techniques, but also through a set of 
material objects and spaces such as stages, studios, easel paintings, television sets, 
and laptop computers (2008, 4).  
 
1.7. Reviewing medium: the notion of ‘automatism’ 
In her book, A Voyage on the North Sea: art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition 
(2000), Krauss rejected the word ‘medium’ as it seemed too “contaminated, too 
ideologically, too dogmatically, too discursively loaded” (2000, 5). What she supports in 
its place is Stanley Cavell’s concept of “automatism” (ibid).  This is a term inspired by 
the mechanics of the camera in making a film; denoting the idea of it being automatic an 
unconscious reflex. 
 
Both the notion of automatism and the traditional understanding of medium involve a 
relationship between a technical (or material) support and the conventions within which 
a particular genre works on that support. However, what automatism foregrounds is the 
concept of improvisation. That is, as Krauss explains, the ability to take chances, or 
work with what presents itself in the process of making in a medium that is freed from 
the constraints traditionally associated with specific mediums (2010, 38). What 
interested her in Cavell’s example was the recognition of the versatility, range of 
application or possible manipulation of any given medium as opposed to the traditionally 
understood specificity of mediums (2000, 6; 2010, 37).  
However, what Krauss questions is the following ubiquitous spread of installation and 
conceptual art that privileges the importance of the site of display as well as the 
modalities of consumption and viewing.  The result is what Krauss terms “the Academy 
of the Eagle” (2000, 21), shaped by “the eagle principle” which developed out of the art 
of Marcel Broodthaers. In his four-year enterprise, called “Museum of Modern Art, 
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Eagles Department”xxiv, 1968/1971 (Lȕtticken 2004), Broodthaers conflates the “identity 
of the eagle as idea and of art as idea”, his eagle emblematic of conceptual art.  What 
this announced was the end of the individual arts as medium specific, where what 
becomes of prime importance instead is the context or site in which the art is positioned 
(Krauss 2000, 12). The constraints of medium specificity are thus replaced by the 
constraints of site specificity. 
 
1.8. Rosalind Krauss: medium as technical support 
Krauss suggests that mediums are specified by the material support they supply for 
artistic practice; for example, the way the canvas and stretcher support the images of 
traditional painting (2010, xiii); thus linking the term, “medium”, to the notion of “technical 
support” (2010, 37). This is because the term “technical support” references a 
contemporary understanding of medium which includes a wide variety of “physical 
supports” that contemporary artists harness when making their artworks (2010, 38).  
Krauss describes how, by refocusing artistic practice onto the general question “What is 
art?”, postmodernism and conceptual art re-orientated making from the specific (as in 
the specificity of the medium of painting, of sculpture, of film, etc.) to the general (2010, 
89).  This forced artists, who needed to base aesthetic meaning on a medium to which 
their work could refer reflexively, to turn to some support other than the traditional 
specific mediums. These innovative foundations she began to call “technical supports”; 
“on the assumption that good work would have to refer, recursively, to the medium in 
which it is made” (ibid).  
 
It is suggested that Rembrandt’s painting, The Flayed Ox, reflects and challenges the 
characteristic artistic conventions of the time and social context in which it was created. 
He developed the use of a specific medium (oil paint) drawing attention to the 
expressive possibilities inherent both in the traditional support (wood panel) and the 
unique quality of the substance of paint itself, through his experimentation with the 
different expressive and material qualities of binding mediums.  What will be considered 
in the following chapter is Rembrandt’s use of medium in a way that refers to the 
rheological1 qualities of the medium itself; but extends, through his unique application 
                                            
1
 Rheology being the study of the flow properties of plastic material 
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and  production of paint, the understanding of the possibilities and expressive range of 
the specific medium;  thus the use of medium as a recursive structure.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE IMPORTANCE OF FLESH AND FORM:  THE EXPLORATION OF 
SURFACE IN REMBRANDT’S THE FLAYED OX (1655) 
2.1. Yve-Alain Bois: Painting as a technical model 
The purpose of this chapter is to consider how Rembrandt’s painting; The Flayed Ox 
(Louvre, 1655) reflects the use of a specific medium, oil paint, in a manner that engages 
with the specificity of medium in 17th century Netherlands. The strategy that will be used 
is a critical analysis of his painting using the methodological model outlined by Yve-Alain 
Bois in “Painting as Model” (Bois 1993).  The purpose of this discussion is to review 
Rembrandt’s use of the traditionally finite components of the art of his time (specific 
mediums, craftsmanship, technical supports and significant form) in a way that refers to, 
but extends the understanding and experience of the notion of medium in art, that is 
medium as a recursive structure. 
This methodological model, according to Bois, is where each work of art, created within 
a historically determined framework, suggests a theoretical model that allows for a 
comparison and understanding of its specific formxxv. Referring to painting in particular, 
he explains how each new artwork allows for a fresh start of inquiry as it rejects all 
established stylistic categories, and “promotes an interest in new groupings or 
transverse categories and a permanent awareness of the relationship between painting 
and discourse”(1993, 252). 
The specific methodological model used to structure a critical analysis of The Flayed Ox 
is the technical model which focuses on the actual space created by the canvas or 
technical support of the artworkxxvi (Bois 1993, 250). Bois describes how consideration 
is given to the epistemological moment of technique, where thought and invention take 
place while allowing for or contesting the use of traditional “borrowed” procedures or 
techniques (ibid). What is privileged is the process of the work before the subject matter 
or effect is considered.  
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Figure 8. Rembrandt’s The Flayed Ox, 1655.Oil 
on panel, Louvre Museum, Paris. 
 
2.2. Rembrandt: medium as unconventional technical support 
When considering the tangible space set in play by canvases or supports, it is apparent 
that Rembrandt used the conventional physical support, oil painting on panel or wood, 
common to 17th century Netherlands, when painting The Flayed Ox. Although canvas 
has been the predominant support for the past 400 years in the West (Robertson & 
McDaniel 2000, 5), taking over from panel in Italy by the first half of the 16th century, it 
took almost a century longer to become the standard support in the Netherlands.  Panel 
paintings remained commonxxvii, especially in Northern Europe, even after the cheaper 
and more portable canvas had become the main support medium (Saunders 1998).   
 
However, while in The Flayed Ox Rembrandt used a conventional technical support, his 
painting reflects attention to invention as process (Alpers 1988, 10).  He did not use the 
technical support or the specific medium, oil paint, in the traditional way adopted by 
many of his contemporariesxxviii. Instead he developed a unique approach to the material 
of his art, which reflected a concentrated physical engagement. This process produced 
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an intense optical effect that is often regarded as Rembrandt’s distinctive invention and 
particular contribution to our understanding of medium in art. 
 
Rembrandt’s work does not reflect the conventional model of representation or an 
illusion of something else, a mimetic copy, which had been prominent since the 
Renaissance. He did not share the same concerns as many artists in 17th century 
Netherlands who depicted rare and valuable objects in their artworks instead, from the 
beginning, valuing paint’s capacity to be worked (Alpers1988, 21, 110). Rembrandt 
created unprecedented paintings by challenging the inherent expectations and 
conventional values associated with paintings at that timexxix. Not only did he challenge 
the conventions associated with the material structure of paintings, but he exploited the 
value of paintings as durable, portable goods; freed from traditional constraints of 
conventional sites of display, which he promoted in the emerging art market (1988, 
110). 
 
The value of Rembrandt’s artworks as a commodity in the contemporary art market is 
such that a whole area of scholarship devoted to establishing whether or not a work is a 
genuine Rembrandtxxx has developed. Adams describes how Rembrandt, through his 
distinctive and skilful technique of manipulating the medium of oil paint, created a 
convincing sense of form, evoking a uniquely recognisable quality of space, atmosphere 
and texture through the use of colour (1995). 
 
This ability to use colours in a way that all the components of the picture are given their 
correct place in pictorial space is described by Van de Wetering as “houding”.  This 
concept of houding is one that was well understood, and much debated, by artists in 
17th century Netherlands.  Joachim von Sandart (1606-1680), a German painter and 
writer quoted by Van de Wetering (2009, 255), explains: 
This is something the painter must be very clearly conscious of, yet few 
recognize it.  And here we can learn from our marvellous Bamboccio 
[Pieter van Laar] as well as from others, especially from the very diligent 
and, on this point, extremely brilliant Rembrandt: he has practically worked 
miracles, and has consistently achieved true harmony with all the colours, 
without exception, in accordance with the rules of light.    
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2.3. Rembrandt’s The Flayed Ox 
Rembrandt’s painting The Flayed Ox is currently on exhibition in the Louvre Museum, 
Paris.  The notion of exclusive market value is made explicit when viewing this painting 
framed in an ornate golden frame, surrounded by other priceless masterpieces. This 
context and staging emphasises the fact that The Flayed Ox is part of a pantheon of 
great works housed in one of the most renowned museums in the world. This is not to 
negate the physical impact of standing in front of the original, intensely aware of the 
surface of the painting, reflecting on the combination of the medium, paint, and the 
subject matter, flesh.   
 
 
Figure 9. Photograph of Rembrandt’s 
painting taken at the Louvre in December 
2009. 
 
The use of tone, colour, and the tactile quality of the paint, the subtleties of marks and 
the visible brushstrokes had an immediate, almost physical impact on me, demanding a 
sensory response. However, it is not just through the thickness of paint in The Flayed 
Ox, but in its application that the formalities attached to painting push forward to claim 
particular value. As Alpers describes, instead of merely striving to craft a representation 
of the flesh, Rembrandt’s use of paint appears to obscure it, drawing attention to the 
paint itself rather than the object it represents (1988, 15).  
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The result of Rembrandt’s impastoxxxi technique, Bois suggests, is that it situates paint 
as one “of the most abstract inventions of pictorial thought” (1993, 288). He explains 
how the application of paint: “the thickness of the plane” (ibid) becomes topographical, a 
map of decay and death. The meaning or narrative in this painting is constructed in the 
manner of the making, the process. Here Rembrandt builds up thick layers of 
pastosexxxii paint to describe the form and flesh of the carcass. 
 
Mieke Bal suggests that art is connected to death in this painting, not only through the 
conscious selection of subject matter, a carcass, but through the distinctive application 
of medium (1991, 381). Rembrandt challenges his contemporaries and viewers because 
he turns the body into raw meat. He identifies the painter with the role of butcher, hunter 
or surgeon, whose hand cuts and enters into the body (Alpers 1988, 81). Simon 
Schama concurs, adding that Rembrandt used his palette knife “like a butcher, opening 
up the carcass, exposing ribs and sinew and hanging bags of glistening fat...., 
bloodstains streak the trunk, and the legs are roped and splayed in an animal 
martyrdom (2010, 164)”.   
 
This painting depicts a flayed ox suspended from a wooden cross-like support by ropes 
attached to its splayed rear legs. Flayed pigs or oxen would have been a common sight 
in the Netherlands during this time (Bauman n.d., 16). After being slaughtered the 
animal was usually suspended vertically on a wooden support, as hanging allowed the 
meat to cool, making it easier to cut and prepare. The blood was normally collected in a 
container placed on the floor under the animal (ibid). The form of the flayed ox carcass 
occupies and dominates the centre foreground of the composition. A female figure 
peers around a doorway in the background, partly concealed behind the prominent form 
of the animal carcass.  Bauman draws attention to how one’s gaze is immediately drawn 
to the size and scale of the carcass "which has been skinned and split open, revealing 
the meat in all its variegation of colour" (n.d., 18). The animal is depicted against a 
darkened background, lit by an unidentifiable light source. The thinner application of 
paint in the dark areas contrasts dramatically, in hue and viscosity, with the animal 
carcass, rendered in illuminated, ‘shimmering’ impasto paint.   
 
The sense that I was on the outside of the painting, looking in at the carcass of the ox 
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was emphasized by gradually became aware of the female figure behind the carcass, 
peering out at me, the viewer, through the doorway. She is peering over the bottom half 
of a typical Dutch double door, appearing as a fragment of human form, dominated by 
the immensity of the flayed carcass (Bauman n.d., 18). Her head is fully rendered, but 
her body is ‘cut off’ beneath her chest, at the top of her abdomen. The shape of the 
opened carcass begins as the outer representation of her body recedes; the gigantic 
inner body of the ox carcass appears to take over. 
 
 Bal suggests that while the woman in the painting looks at the viewer through the 
emptiness of her eyes, she takes on an iconic relationship of signification with the empty 
carcass, in effect becoming us while becoming it.  Here, according to Bal, the staging of 
death reaches a disturbing proximity, “she is dead” (1991, 388). If we are willing to go 
along with this effect, the miracle is accomplished and the painting says: “I am dead” 
(ibid). Not only did this heighten the consciousness of my own mortality, by seeing this 
woman embalmed in the inanimate substance of paint, suspended as a memory in 
medium; it links the subject matter, the flesh of a flayed ox, and the notion that a 
painting, while understood to be an ‘dead’ object, can be reviewed, revived in different 
times and contexts with contemporary consequence. This reviewing is also reflected in 
the practical aspect of this study, my exhibition of paintings, where through exploring the 
expressive application of the specific medium of oil paint on a wood and canvas 
support, by experimenting with the viscous substance of paint itself, paint becomes 
flesh-like, the substance of death.   
 
 
Figure 10. Detail from Rembrandt’s painting, The Flayed Ox. 
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In Rembrandt’s painting the female figure creates the feeling that the sacrificial figure of 
the flayed ox is surrounded, being viewed from both sides. Therefore the spectator 
becomes aware of space in a completely new way, resulting in the act and viewing of 
painting being made explicit. The poststructuralist convention of the completion and 
renewal of a work each time it is viewed, both from within and without, is thus reflected 
in a very distinctive manner in this work. 
 
2.4. Rembrandt’s unique technique 
Rembrandt challengedxxxiii the conventional use of medium in 17th century Netherlands, 
by using more than one accepted technique.  He would have acquired the skill to use 
the various techniques by studying the works of his instructors, Jacob Isaacxszoon Van 
Swanenburch and Pieter Lastmann. These techniques included the Flemish technique 
(painting in transparent and opaque color on wood panels primed white), the Venetian 
technique (executing a neutral or monochrome under painting on canvas, painted over 
in transparent and opaque colour in stages), and the direct painting technique (á la 
prima or premier coup, i.e. painting in one step in full colour in one stage) (Elliot 1998).  
This suggests that although Rembrandt was influenced by the traditional conventions 
regarding the use of medium, by combining these conventions expressivelyxxxiv he 
extended the understanding of the specific medium of oil paint, thus the use of medium 
as a recursive structure. 
2.5. Reconstruction of Rembrandt’s binding mediums 
Rembrandt’s use of thick pastose paint, as well as the method used to make it, have 
been the subject of intense curiosity by those viewing his paintings. For example, a 
research group at the National Gallery in England proposed that in order to produce 
pastose paint, Rembrandt used a simple mixture of linseed (and occasionally heated or 
burnt walnut oil) with a significant amount of chalk added to bulk up the binding medium 
he favoured. Alternatively, researchers in Holland proposed that Rembrandt produced 
an emulsion using linseed oil, glue and egg yolk to achieve the desired effect in his 
artwork. Weil and Belchetz-Swenson added to this research by attempting to recreate 
Rembrandt’s paint by including burnt plate oil xxxv(2007).   
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Sarah Belchetz-Swenson as a printmaker and painter herself, understood that 
Rembrandt would have had burnt plate oil nearby as both his printmaking and painting 
studios were positioned in his house; so this insight prompted Weil and Belchetz-
Swenson’s novel investigation (Weil & Belchetz-Swenson 2007, 326). By adding varying 
amounts of plate oil and chalk to the pigments during grinding they were able to 
reproduce the various dots, loops and swirls as well as the thick, buttery brush strokes 
of pastose paint that are the signature of Rembrandt’s mature work (2007, 329). 
 
The chemist Raymond White from the National Gallery Scientific Department analyzed 
the binding media in the National Gallery’s paintings by Rembrandt. This research, 
conducted for the catalogue of the exhibition in 1988/89, “Art in the Making; 
Rembrandt”, determined that Rembrandt “had a preponderance to linseed oil as a 
binder of his paints” (in Van de Wetering 2009, 229). He also found evidence of the use 
of walnut oil and, in rare sections of paintings, the use of resin. However, White asserts 
that as a rule, (in Rembrandt’s paintings) there is little evidence of the use of resin or 
wax, contrary to popular belief (ibid). Van de Wetering immediately contests this as the 
rheology of the paint seem to suggest a variety of paint texture; flow quality that is only 
possibly achieved with varying viscosity and textures of paint.  This is not attainable with 
the simple combination of oil pigment dispersed in the binding medium of linseed oil. 
After detailed analysis by Karin Groen, a research chemistxxxvi it was established that 
egg protein was added to the pigment and linseed oil mixture to form an emulsion (Van 
de Wetering 2009, 239). However, her research also seemed to indicate that there was 
a variety of binding mediums applied within one composition, depending on the 
requirements of the artist.  This is borne out by the appearance of glue as a binding 
medium in a painting by Rembrandt that had already indicated the use of egg as a 
binding medium (Van de Wetering 2009, 241). As the above discussion shows, the use 
of binding mediums, the appearance and composition of medium in Rembrandt’s 
paintings, have been the subject of exhaustive, and sometimes contradictory, research. 
It has been established by a number of researchers, including Hermann Kȕhn, that the 
primer for the panels was white, probably glue-chalk gesso.xxxvii This was covered with a 
transparent brown imprimatur of burnt umber mixed with varnish, thus creating the 
golden glow characteristic of Rembrandt’s workxxxviii. Colours were modified with subtle 
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glazes and semi glazes, with contrasting transparent darks and opaque lights creating 
maximum visual impact and depthxxxix. The colours used in The Flayed Ox reveal 
Rembrandt’s characteristic use of a limited palette. Following scientific studies of 
Rembrandt’s pigments there is a general consensus that he employed a simple palette 
consisting of lead white, vermilion (cinnabar), red and yellow lake pigments, lead-tin 
yellow, a range of earth pigments – ochre’s, sienna’s and umbers – cassel earth, smalt, 
azurite, malachite, bone black and charcoal black, used with chalk as a bulking agent 
and linseed oil to produce glazes (Weil & Belchetz-Swenson 2007, 327; Van de 
Wetering 2009, 257). 
2.6. Challenging the Venetian glaze 
One major discovery that signaled a change in the understanding of Rembrandt’s way 
of painting was that the layering of glazes in the Venetian manner was not part of his 
basic technique (Elliot 1998). The Venetian technique, used by Titian and other artists, 
consisted of dragging thin transparent layers of dark glazes, which are pigments made 
transparent by a high admixture of resin, over underlying layers of lighter paint to create 
an optical play of colour on a wrought-woven canvasxl. In contrast, Rembrandt built up a 
solid structure using opaque pigments.  After blocking the subject matter in, on his 
prepared ground Rembrandt painted the brightest areas of the picture thickly, in high 
pastose paint, sometimes working the paint with the palette knife, or even with his 
fingers rather than using a brush.  
Rembrandt occasionally used glazes in a contrary way to heighten the effect of solidity. 
This technique is evident in The Flayed Ox as areas of flesh appear to have been 
glazed and then wiped off in places, allowing the remaining glaze to congeal in the 
nooks and crannies created by the thick pastose paint.  Alpers describes how 
Rembrandtxli, unlike the Venetians, did not use glazes to describe a particular tactile 
surface, instead he drew attention to the solidity and visual richness of the subject 
matter (Alpers 1988, 15).  
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2.7. Painting as the viewed performance 
Rembrandt moved away from depicting actions on canvas to offering the literal act of 
painting as the viewed performance, establishing the activity of painting as the actual 
performance. What Wolheim suggests is that the one constant attached to the practice 
of painting is the bodily stance the artist adopts in the act or performance of painting. 
Artists position themselves facing the side of the surface they are going to mark, the 
technical support; they have their eyes open, and use a tool or instrument (hand, brush, 
or finger) to make marks on the surface using a specific medium, paint (Wolheim 1987, 
39). He attributes this consistency to the fact that the artist paints for the eye, an 
embodied eye, which is essential to this activity. The eye of the artist plays a 
fundamental role in determining the acceptability of each mark by a variety of criteria.  
This brings about a revision of unintentional aspects of the activity or performance of 
painting into intentional aspects, in a continuing and reflexive process (1987, 25). The 
art of painting requires a hand which “attempts to organize an inherently inert material 
so that it will become serviceable for the carriage of meaningxlii” (ibid). The third 
characteristic is the development of an individual style which is, as Wolheim describes, 
the artist who has it: individual style is not just a specific list of characteristics; it not only 
has a psychological reality, but a psycho-motor reality. The possession of a style is 
inconceivable except in an embodied creature, “style reaches deep into the body to find 
its moorings” (1987, 26). 
Artists are essentially the spectators of their own work (Wolheim 1987, 39). Wolheim 
defines a spectator not as a person, but as a role.  The artist, when she stands back to 
review, to reflect, to follow the track made by the medium on the surface, to the mark 
made, becomes a spectator of her own process.  This is because, Wolheim suggests, 
while a painter paints to produce content and meaning, the artist also paints to produce 
a certain kind of experience. This is done because this is how pictorial meaning is 
conveyed, and this is so because of what pictorial meaning is. The way the artist stands 
before the work, contemplating the mark, meaning becomes embodied in the practice or 
performance of making, and of viewing. The intentional experience the artist is creating 
for the viewer is guided, consciously or subconsciously, through the embodied 
expectation that the spectator will position their bodies in a similar viewing position.   
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It would seem that Rembrandt was clear about the experience that he wanted the 
spectator of his work to have. Binstock explains how Rembrandt, in a letter to 
Constantijn Huygens, one of his early supporters, reportedly advised Huygens that his 
painting should be hung “so that one may look at it from a distance” (1999, 141). In 
addition, Houbraken reported that Rembrandt restrained people who came to his studio 
and wanted to see his paintings from up close, saying “the smell of paint will make you 
sick” (ibid). So although his significance in the art world throughout history has been 
greatly influenced by his use of paint, it would seem, from the above quotes that 
Rembrandt wanted the spectator to engage with the surface of his paintings from both 
near and more distant views of the paint surface. Wolheim refers to what Proust 
described as the pleasure that paintings offer being one of expressive perception.  This 
is perception of a projection controlled by a great artist where we now have access to 
the “unnoticed life of inanimate objects; unnoticed, but not contingently unnoticed” 
(1987, 99).  
Rembrandt’s distinctive use of pastose paint in The Flayed Ox takes the form of a 
painting that at one moment seems an image, and at the next moment dissolves into a 
paint surface without meaning.  The pleasure of viewing this work, it is suggested, 
comes from deriving something out of juxtaposing two experiences (the experience of 
the medium and the experience of content; alternatively, of viewing and being viewed) 
or two aspects for a single experience. It also draws upon synaestheticxliii associations 
to what we see: that is the way in which motifs and images in painting conjure up 
associated sensations of smell, taste and hearing (Wolheim 1987, 100). Here, in this 
painting, the remembered sensations are the recollection of a quiet room, there is the 
silence of death, the absence of movement; the smell of flesh hanging, slowly ripening, 
blood and bodily fluids congealing on the floor, the slimy feeling of flesh, sinew, surface.  
It is clear that one also becomes aware of the physical presence of the artist, through 
the visible memory of the movement of his hand recorded in the paint shaped by an 
intentional brushstroke; or the visual evidence of the touch of his fingers, which he is 
recorded as having used in the final stages of painting a work. 
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2.8. Genet and Duchamp confront the canonicity of Rembrandt and his work 
Rembrandt is canonized in traditional art history as a genius, an inspired master 
representing the academic tradition of painting, and the trope of an artist whose 
idiosyncrasies were tolerated because of his inspired talent.  Both Jean Genetxliv and 
Marcel Duchampxlv challenged this canonicity of Rembrandt’s work and the idealizing 
(kitsch) outlooks of later interpreters, but not the artworks themselves. Genet wrote a 
critical essay provocatively titled: “What was left of a Rembrandt torn into regular little 
square pieces and tossed into the toilet” (1979). According to Binstock, the point of 
Genet’s crude title is to challenge the reductive materialist view of art, which was also 
the impetus behind Duchamp’s proposed use of a Rembrandt painting as an ironing 
board (1999, 142). Both these artists contest the reduction of an artist’s craft to one that 
focuses only on the materialityxlvi. What they demonstrate is the debate about what it is 
that distinguishes an art object from a mere thing already in the world (ready-madexlvii).  
This issue will be of central importance when considering Damien Hirst’s installation, A 
Thousand Years (1991), in the next chapter.  
Genet describes the experience a painting by Rembrandt can evoke: 
When our eye fixes upon a Rembrandt painting (the later works) it becomes 
heavy, slightly bovine.  Something – some solemn force – retains it.  Why 
do we keep on looking, since we’re not initially delighted by the intellectual 
liveliness which is all-encompassing and immediate – of a Gaudi 
arabesque, for example?                 [Genet 1972, 77] 
Something important happened: at the same time as the eye recognizes 
the object, it recognizes painting for what it is.  And he will never deviate 
from it.  Rembrandt does not distort painting by trying to blend it into the 
object or the fact it is commissioned to portray: he offers it to us as a 
distinct and separate material, which is unashamed to be what it is. The 
candor of the fields plowed in the morning, smoking.  I’m not sure what the 
viewer gains, but the painter gains the candour of his profession.  He 
portrays himself in his madness as a dauber crazy about colour, losing the 
feigned superiority and the hypocrisy of his imitators. This will be most 
evident in his late paintings.  But it was necessary for Rembrandt to 
recognize himself for what he was and to accept himself as a flesh-and-
blood person – what am I saying, flesh-and-blood? – a person of meat, 
cheap meat, of blood, sweat, tears, shit, of intelligence and tenderness, 
and of other things too ad infinitum, none of which cancelled out the others.
        [Genet 1972, 86,87] 
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Contemporary cultural conditions allows us to view Rembrandt’s work as the creation of 
imaginative, ideologically transcendent forms that mirror 17th century Dutch culture while 
also embodying a visual expression that defies textual containment. His work reflects 
transforming insight into the reality of our material, corporealxlviii existence. The painting 
of a flayed ox, of death, references an experience that cannot be conceptually or 
intellectually understood: of “formlessnessxlix”, which is often repressed and ignored by 
contemporary urban humans. It addresses death frequently experienced as a reality 
evoking emotionally complex, scary and overpowering emotions and thoughts, resulting 
in bewildering anxieties, especially when viewing or reflecting on a reality that every 
living being will encounter, but never recount. Rembrandt’s art can be understood in a 
way that is similar to how Pollock describes culture: as a “negotiating process of 
sublimation and transformation based on creating the space for devotion and reflection 
in the confrontation between human social life and its material conditions grounded in 
the world” (2007, 155).  
 
This notion of creating a space for devotion and reflection references traditional ritual.  
Warburg motivated that art originated in ritual, an activity that allowed for an acceptance 
of and defence against uncontrollable emotions and anxieties prevalent during the pre-
industrialized struggle for human survival (Pollock 2007, 152).  Warburg suggested that 
the images created by pagan visual cultures and related practices become a memory 
bank, pathos formulae (Agamben 1999, 90), for succeeding cultures to access (Pollock 
2007, 167). Cultural thinking that generates one kind or movement of art in ritual or myth 
is subject to socio-economic changes, but the images produced still have a vivid afterlife 
as they persist over time and across cultures. Possible reasons for the continuing 
relevance of Rembrandt’s work are articulated by Aby Warburg through what Levi-
Strauss would later call “wild thinking” – la Penseé Sauvage (in Pollock 2007).  
 
Using the traditional theme of ethnology Lévi-Strauss sought to describe thought 
processes as a universal attribute of the human mind. For him, wild thinking is present 
in every human being until it has been cultivated, and thus domesticated, to perform in 
one way or another. 
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 According to Bourdieu: 
“Wild thinking” is a rejection of all heirarchies, both intellectual and social, 
which identify the most noble (worthy as such of being represented) with 
subjects of the Greek or biblical tradition, etc.  In this sense, it refers to a 
symbolic revolution which overturns mental structures and deeply upsets 
people’s minds – which explain the violence of the reactions of bourgeois 
critics and public – may be called the revolution par excellence.  The critics, 
who percieve and denounce the avant-guarde painter as a political 
revolutionary, aren’t altogether wrong, even if the symbolic revolution is 
doomed, most of the time, to remain confined to the symbolic domain. The 
power of naming, in particular naming the unnameable, that which is still 
unnoticed or repressed, is a considerable power.  Words, said Satre, can 
wreak havoc.  This is the case, for instance, when they  bring into public 
and thus official and open existence, when they show or half-show, things 
which existed only in an implicit, confused or even repressed state.  To 
represent, to bring to light, is no small task.  And one can, in this sense, 
speak of creation.                [Kocur & Leung 2005: 18] 
 
In the next chapter what will be discussed is how Bourdieu determines the perceived 
value of an artist and his artwork in relation to the evolving field of art (1996). In this field 
of contemporary art praxis, Damien Hirst is considered a successful artist and his 
installation, A Thousand Years (1990), reflects a stylish approach to art making.   What 
will be considered is if one can discuss his work in relation to the use of medium as a 
recursive structure.   
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CHAPTER 3: THE CONSEQUENCE OF CONCEPT IN DAMIEN HIRST’S A 
THOUSAND YEARS (1990) 
3.1. Hirst and the strategic model 
The notion that Damien Hirst’s installationl, A Thousand Years, reflects a contemporary 
approach to art making, while engaging with similar subject matter to Rembrandt’s 
painting, A Flayed Ox, will be discussed in this chapter.  Mathew Collins writes that in 
Hirst’s work the making is the meaning, as the artist does not manipulate formal 
elements to create a painting; instead he presents the actual objects as though they are 
paintings (1999, 65). The purpose is to consider what the definition of a ‘medium’ is in 
contemporary art making; and whether Hirst engages with medium as a recursive 
structure in relation to this specific work.  The strategic model is the methodology that 
will structure the analysis of Hirst’s A Thousand Years. 
 
Figure 11. Damien Hirst. A Thousand Years, 1990.Steel, glass, flies, maggots, MDF, insect-o-cutor, cow’s 
head, sugar, water.213 x 427 x 213 cm. 
According to the theory that underpins the strategic model, a work demonstrates its 
significance by what it is not and what it opposes (Bois 1993). This notion of opposition 
or conformity is determined by the work’s perceived value in relation to the evolving field 
of art (1993, 254).  This methodological model, Bois suggests, has the advantage of 
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presenting the field of pictorial art as one in which traditional conventions are still 
considered relevant and durable, where nothing ever ends or is irreversibly defined or 
contained (1993, 257).   
One of the central issues explored in relation to Hirst’s A Thousand Years is what 
identifies an original, authentic work of art in contemporary times. Possibilities include 
the mark, the trace of the artist’s hand, the use of a specific medium, or the concept li 
that gave form to the art work. According to Krauss, the theme of originality 
encompassing the notion of authenticity, originals and origins, is the shared discursive 
practice of the museum, the historian and the maker of art. All of these institutions and 
individuals are similarly concerned in contemporary times with finding the mark, the 
warrant of the certification of the original (1986, 58). 
3.2. A Thousand Years 
Hirst’s A Thousand Years demonstrates its significance by what it is not and what it 
opposes. He has not produced this work of art using a particular medium in the 
traditional sense and in the context with which this study is concerned, specifically not 
oil paint. Through its presentation and method of production, this artwork would seem to 
oppose the traditional authentication of an original work of art as something that reflects 
the mark or trace of the artist’s hand, the signature of a genius. This work is an example 
of installation art which Claire Bishop explains can mean many different things, including 
being described as “a mode and type of production rather than a movement or strong 
ideological framework” (2005). Installation art can be defined as an artistic genre of site-
specific, three dimensional works designed to transform the perception of a space. 
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Damien Hirst’s A Thousand Years, 1990, steel, 
glass, flies, maggots, MDF, Insect-O-Cutor, cow's 
head, sugar, water (C); photo (C) by Sergey Illin 
courtesy of Pinchuk Art Centre. 
A Thousand Years by Damien Hirst, 1990, at the 
Saatchi Gallery. Photograph: David 
Levene/Guardian. 
 
  
Damien Hirst, A Thousand Years, 1990 
http://www.artnet.com/Magazine/features/laplaca/la
placa12-22-12.asp. 
A Thousand Years (Figure 0052) 1990, Glass, 
steel, MDF board, cows head, fly zapper, bowls of 
sugar water. Courtesy Jay Jopling/White Cube, 
London. 
Figure 12. Installations are site specific, and from the images above it is clear that if the site alters, so 
does the experience afforded the viewer of the work. 
 
Hirst’s A Thousand Years contains an actual life cyclelii and is considered one of his 
most provocative and engaging works. It consists of a rectangular glass tank divided in 
two, both sides containing bowls of sugar. In the one half of the rectangular glass tank, 
inside the minimal white cube, maggots hatch, turning into flies.  The other half of the 
glass tank contains a rotting cow’s headliii. Having hatched out of the white cube the 
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flies are forced to find their way through specially constructed openings in the glass 
panel separating the two halves, into the second section, containing the rotting cow’s 
head, in order to feed. Hirst has placed an insect-o-cutor above the cow’s head and, as 
a result, when the flies follow their instinct to feed, they are massacred; essentially to 
live is to die.  Hatched flies buzz around in the closed space, many meeting a violent 
end in the insect-o-cutor while others survive to continue the cycle. 
 
  
Figure 13. Damien Hirst. A 
Thousand Years (detail), 1990. 
 
  Damien Hirst, A Thousand Years, 1990. 
 
  
 
Figure 14. Damien Hirst. A Thousand Years (Details), 1990. 
 
3.3. Installation as contemporary ritual 
In this work Hirst references some of the conventions traditionally associated with art 
making, but creates an artwork consisting of ready-made objects. For example, the 
objects are carefully composed, framed by the sides of the virtrines, explicitly 
referencing the presentation of conventional art works, allowing for a specific viewing 
experience associated with dedicated art exhibition sites.  According to Foucault (1996, 
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218) an art work originates in the act of creativity, discovery or invention, and is equal in 
value with those that bring about its future transformations, as this act becomes an 
essential part of what makes it possible. The elements in Hirst’s work pre-exist his use 
of them as the things he puts together frequently already occur, or are found objects. So 
it is the contemporary art genre of installation, the act of creativity that the artist 
performs through the arrangement of objects in a given site, which legitimises this 
arrangement or composition of objects as artliv. While installation becomes the technical 
support it references traditional art practice, including the use of formal elements, such 
as composition, and the use of specific materials to communicate an artist’s intention.   
 
In this work the arrangement of objects reflects Hirst’s desire to evoke an awareness of 
the transience of life, the inevitable understanding and acceptance of the materiality of 
our corporeal existence through the positioning of the objects in space, demanding a 
sensory response.  Hirst is concerned not only with the relationship between art and life 
(or death), but also between culture and ritual.  Tupitsyn describes how research has 
linked the notion that spaces of contemporary social practice such as corporate board 
meetings and political actions, which all involve props and the reorganisation of space, 
acquire metaphorical significance, which the contemporary art genre of installation 
references (Tupitsyn 2004, 273).  Kabakov suggests that installation in contemporary art 
praxis will take the place of “the icon, the fresco, and the painting” (in De Oliveria et al. 
2003, 15). Installation, in this context, can be viewed as contemporary rituallv and can 
consequently be considered a contemporary medium; thus also demonstrating the use 
of medium as a recursive structure, as, while this medium references some of the 
conventions associated historically with art making, it extends our understanding and 
experience of the notion of medium in art. 
 
Freeland describes how ordinary objects or acts acquire symbolic significance in a ritual 
through incorporation into a shared belief system (2001, 3). She suggests that since art 
can involve a gathering guided by certain aims, this orthodoxy transformed into a theory 
of art as ritual seems plausible, producing symbolic value through the use of 
ceremonies, gestures and artifacts (2001, 4). However, it remains essential for 
participants in a ritual that there is clarity and agreement of purpose (ibid) as ritual 
constructs not only objects of worship but the very consciousness of the participants. 
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Artworks such as Hirst’s A Thousand Years often enter the public sphere without the 
context of either well-understood ritual significance, or artistic recouping through an 
accepted notion of the aesthetic (beauty). Thus they create controversy while extending 
the perception of what constitutes an authentic and valuable work of art in contemporary 
imaging (2001, 7). 
 
3.4. The society of installation 
Hirst’s work can be seen as a comment on how medium is experienced in contemporary 
society. This understanding is shaped by Raymond Williams’ (1974) influential 
conception of flow, which was formulated in a discussion on the cultural form of 
television, in which he noted the historical decline of the use of intervals between 
programs (Lury 2005, 96). In early radio broadcasting, intervals of complete silence 
would occur between programs. In contrast, in contemporary broadcasting the interval 
no longer forms part of the sequence of the end of one unit and the beginning of 
another. Current practice consists of marking an interval with an advertisement, a trailer 
or what Williams describes as a broadcasting company “indent”. Consequently silence, 
or a discernable break, no longer divides disconnected programs, thus changing the 
sequence into a flow (2005, 97). The modern organization of relationships between 
things is no longer the published sequence of disconnected programs.  Instead, it is a 
series of differently related units, some larger and some smaller than the program; 
essentially a shifting series of units, products, images and events. Williams argues that 
the transformed use of the interval results in an organization of time as a serial 
assembly or shift in a series of units characterized by speed and variability; this is the 
organization of time as flow (2005, 98).  
 
The contemporary understanding of interval is manifest in Hirst’s work, as it is his name 
alone that marks the intervals between artworks. Most Hirst artworks are the result of 
production, often not involving the artist’s hand but completed by studio assistants. 
Neither do his works represent a unit of time in which he, the artist, crafts and reflects 
on the process of the work; events that typically mark an authentic, original work of art. 
Hirst’s signaturelvi is read as an indent, logo or brand name attached to a visual 
experience. His signature or name becomes essentially an organization of the relations 
between artworks (or products) in terms of the experience of the flow. In the flow of 
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similar works or visual experiences the distinguishing article is the marking of the object 
by the brand name or logo of the artist, which confers value.  Here it is not the object 
that is distinctive but, as Massumi asserts, Hirst’s brand of work can be seen as the 
staging of a lived relationship, “see it, be surprised, live it and like it (or not)” (in Lury, 
2005). This characteristic usually associated with the industrial fabrication of similar 
distinctive objects, is visibly demonstrated by the many virtrines Hirst has produced in 
addition to A Thousand Years, where the content may differ, but the context or 
“packaging” is repeated. The vitrine has undeniably become a signifying object 
associated with the particular Hirst brand of things installed in art spaces.  
 
Victor Tupitsyn views installation as an intrusion of orthodoxy onto the modernist or 
postmodernist world picture, not only in the area of visual representation but influencing 
social life in general (2004, 273). He labels this the “society of the installation” referring 
to Guy Debord’s axiom “society of the spectacle” (ibid). The society of the installation 
could refer to his description of how the flow of information and images that shape the 
contemporary mediated social environment means that we have adjusted to watching, 
experiencing the world through a 'narrow crack': this is the space between waking in the 
morning and sleeping in the evening, the space in which we all encounter the world.  
This way of explaining how we encounter space, not necessarily only time, allows for a 
thing or an experience to be taken out of context.  The form of this experience is shaped 
by the incessant, shallow flow of information communicated through the myriad digital 
technological devices and “telematic media”lvii that surround and shape our 
understanding of contemporary life.  Because of the expense of communicating through 
these mediums, and the intolerance of waiting to download information, everything is 
reduced to fragments; to shortened thoughts, shortened plots and narratives, instantly 
accessible.  When there is an opportunity to experience anything on a deeper level, it 
leaves the viewer confused and disorientated.   
 
We have become used to viewing the world through a crack, and when somebody 
discovers that an entire world can fit into such a crack, it is stunning. Tupitsyn explains 
that “it creates an illusion that if you open up the fractions of seconds to which the mass 
media have accustomed us, the resultant opening will familiarise us with the totality of 
the scene in which everything is taken into account, put on record and given a place.” 
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He suggests that it is this media technique - the technique of manipulating fragments in 
order to endow them with the false (or exaggerated) sense of universality – which Hirst's 
strategy relies on. This willingness to accept becomes possible because the viewer is 
“tired of feeding on the fractional and dissatisfied by partiality, we cry out for 
compensation” (Tupitsyn 2004, 277). So in this society of installation we imbue 
fragments of meaning with deeper significance, the objects an artist arranges, installs or 
exhibits in a given site allow for new thoughts, new insights; but they often remain, as in 
Hirst’s case, very shallow. 
 
3.5. Brand “Hirst” 
When considering what Hirst is not it is apparent that he does not fit the profile for 
Foucault’s (1996) classic formulation of the romantic author or artist as “the figure that, 
at least, in appearance, is outside [the work] and antecedes it” (1998: 205). Hirst is not 
concerned with being an original or with originality; instead he focuses on the use of a 
name, as Rabinov explains, to mark an organization of relations between things, with 
assemblages and re-assemblages, appropriations and incorporations (in Lury 2005, 95). 
Frow suggests that Hirst’s name can be detached not only from a subjective interior life, 
but also from the indexical form of the signature (2002). “Hirst” becomes a brand name, 
a reality that Hirst himself claims in The Economist, “[i]s an important part of life, it’s the 
world we live in” (2001). His name confers immense value and meaning to a ‘ready-
made’ object transforming it into an aesthetic product that reflects artistic merit and 
commands vast amounts of financial compensation.  
 
According to Buskirk, the contemporary notion of what constitutes an ‘artist’ is 
increasingly formed by the idea that a successful artist is able to establish his or her 
sole right to a particular style or method, a ‘trade mark’ style, and others who attempt to 
use the same means are dismissed as mere imitators (2005, 107). She substantiates 
her remark by identifying a number of relevant factors, including the use of copyright 
and trade mark; these principles are central to the judgments regulating the art world, a 
set of unwritten understandings and agreements that extend beyond the bounds of the 
purely legal, and the increasing recognition accorded to artistic styles based on a 
conceptual working method.  However, Hirst’s name as a brand or logo can also 
indicate a new relationship established between an artist and the visual experience they 
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produce, in the mega-visual mediated surroundings that characterize contemporary 
society. 
 
3.6. The evolving field of art 
Hirst’s work, A Thousand Years, can also be accepted as an authentic example of 
installation art if we consider the work’s position and perceived value in relation to the 
evolving field of art. In The Rules of Art (1996) Bourdieu graphically illustrates the 
structure of the artistic field, and the way it evolved, in what he terms the “temporality of 
the field of artistic production” (1996, 159). Historically avant-garde groups occupy a 
central position within the dominating class, and consequently their autonomy was 
relative. Grenfell and Hardy indicate that it is the relationship between oppositional (both 
within and without) attitudes of a generation of artists, and their artistic and social 
positioning, that gives rise to the structures of the field (2003, 21). Artists and artistic 
generations define themselves in terms of what Bourdieu called a “forcing of 
detachment” (prise de distance) between them as artistic movements. They have 
boundaries which may be hard or softly defined. Individual artists or groups are hardly 
recognized as ‘being of note’ without authentication through an entire network of artists, 
critics, curators, dealers, and gallery owners. Grenfell and Hardy suggest that as soon 
as a new product, producer and trend or taste appears in a market, a whole set of 
producers, products and systems of taste become passé; all are relegated to a certain 
status and position in relation to their degree of legitimacylviii (2003, 160). 
 
There are at least five dimensions of time involved in defining a field, according to 
Bourdieu. Firstly, real  time, namely future, present and past; secondly, socially defined 
time including months, weeks, years and epochs; thirdly there is an individual artist’s 
lifetime, their birth, ageing and eventual death; fourthly the period a particular artist’s 
generation lasts, and fifthly, the time an individual artist remains recognized within a 
particular artistic generation. Each dimension is defined in relation to each other, for 
example, individuals’ age in physical and social time, but their passage through the field 
of their generation may be fast or slow according to the degree of recognized legitimacy 
they command. In addition, their generation may establish a powerful position or simply 
no longer be considered legitimate and pass out of the current field which contains the 
retrospective tradition as well as successive generations of avant-garde defined in 
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opposition to it and each other (Grenfell & Hardy 2003, 22). Commenting on developing 
an understanding of the field’s parameters, Bourdieu motivates that a general 
characteristic of these fields, the competition and struggle for dominance, conceals the 
fact that the very principle of the game legitimizes the entire constructed structure of the 
field itself (1996, 167). 
 
3.7. Disrupting dominant fine art practices 
Many contemporary artists, including Hirst, initially appeared to challenge the dominant 
fine art practices in the field by incorporating popular culture and prioritizing novelty, 
shock and taboo breaking. However, this does not account for how the more successful 
artists were absorbed into the fine art hierarchy they initially appeared to challenge. 
These supposedly avant-garde artists command high market prices and appeal to 
contemporary art audiences, therefore not posing a threat and instead validating the 
dominant fine art hierarchy. Although it can be said that Hirst’s oeuvre, including A 
Thousand Years, has had a significant impact on the field of contemporary art, he has 
not disrupted the way in which the field patterns and habituslix configurations mutually 
collude to sustain processes of capital accumulation for all concerned. The spectacular 
art work does not transgress or challenge, it confers value and legitimacy on all the 
dominant participants i.e. artists, curators, theorists; in the cultural and economic field of 
contemporary fine art practice. 
 
3.8. Studio spaces of production, distribution and exchange 
While some artists continue to work in traditional venues, they also routinely work in 
other spaces, spaces not only of production, but also of distribution and exchange.  In a 
series of interviews with Hirst, interviewer Gorden Burn states: “the studio is like a big 
box over all the other boxes”. In response Hirst said, “Well everything’s a box, isn’t it?” 
(2002,155). When considering the definition of a box at the most basic level, boxes 
divide, separating an inside from an outside. Referring to the vitrines that were used in 
many of Hirst’s earlier works, Burn notes that “they were originally made to keep the 
flies in, keep the formaldehyde in”; while Hirst adds,  
and to keep people out as well. You can keep them out that way, or you 
can keep them away with it being dangerous like glass pieces.  I don’t have 
any problem when its sheer bits of glass, I think they can defend 
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themselves.  But when you start getting bits of cigarette ash and fag buts… 
when you’re putting things together so carefully like that, every five minutes 
you’re guaranteed somebody’s going to be sticking a coke can on the table 
and it has a completely different meaning. Anything personal on there’s 
going to fuck it up          [2002, 156] 
 
Increasingly in the twenty first century the objects on exhibition are assumed to be art 
due to the fact that the space, or the box, in which they are displayed, has been 
designed as an art space. Kuspit explains that the effect of this designated art space is 
that the viewer believes that what they are witnessing in the space is an exhibition of art 
(1988, 174). Describing A Thousand Years, Hirst states “You know you’ve got a cow’s 
head that looks convincing from a few feet, it’s got flies all over it, it doesn’t matter 
whether it’s real or not. Because the whole dilemma is; is it real or isn’t it? It’s like are 
you real? What the fuck is going on?”lx (Burn & Hirst 2002, 116). 
 
It would seem that an authentic original work of art in contemporary practice could be 
considered to be determined by the mark of an artist’s hand, the use of specific medium, 
or the concept of the artist and the site of display or presentation in which it is 
experienced.  It would appear that Hirst’s artworks’ value and position within the 
hierarchy of objects that constitute contemporary art works is sanctioned by respected 
scholars, critics, theoreticians as well as the market, collectors, the artist’s colleagues 
and peers, and by the sites and spaces in which it is exhibited or presented. It is 
valorised, criticised, discussed and auctioned, acquired by influential participants in the 
fine art field who legitimise its position as an important and valuable early work of 
Damien Hirst, a successful contemporary artist. 
 
3.9. Hirst’s use of installation as recursive medium 
The principle purpose of this chapter was to determine whether Damien Hirst used 
medium as a recursive structure in his work, A Thousand Years. It would seem that in 
relation to this artwork, Hirst can be considered to have used the genre of installation as 
his medium. The arrangement of objects was determined conceptually rather than being 
created or transformed out of physical material manipulated by an inspired craftsman’s 
hand. This is what his praxis opposes or contradicts, as his work challenges the 
conventions associated with the traditional use of a specific medium, and the 
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conventional values of the art field of which it forms part. Hirst’s work establishes 
uncertainty as it raises questions about the nature of art, its production and what can be 
used to create an artwork. However, it is proposed that in A Thousand Years Hirst can 
still be considered to engage with some of the traditional conventions associated with 
art production, as articulated by Mathew Collins in the introductory paragraph. Thus it 
could be argued that, in this specific work, Hirst does extend the understanding of 
medium in art, while referring to traditional conventions, thus exemplifying the use of 
medium as a recursive structure. 
 
The exhibition of oil paintings produced in response to the research question, which 
considers if it is possible to review the notion of medium as a recursive structure with 
particular reference to selected work of Rembrandt and Hirst, will be discussed in the 
next chapter. Rosalind Krauss suggests that a successful work in this post-medium age 
should reflect on its own practice in relation to the past (2000, 10), and that such 
reflection should combine medium specific practice with the intent to use art as an 
exploration of art itself. The body of work created should demonstrate the way in which 
the artist explored the material qualities of the specific medium of oil paintlxi, combined 
with a consideration and reflection upon Rembrandt and Hirst’s work, to produce a 
convincing exhibition of paintings on canvas engaging with similar subject matter, flesh. 
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CHAPTER 4:  THE SUBSTANCE OF A NEW UNDERSTANDING OF OIL PAINT AS 
MEDIUM: PAINT AS FLESH 
 
4.1. Paint as subject 
The purpose of this chapter is to describe the practice involved in the creation of a body 
of oil paintingslxii that reflect the notion of medium as a recursive structure, with 
particular reference to selected work of Rembrandt and Hirst. The objective of the 
process was to produce a body of paintings, incorporating the specific medium of oil 
paint, referencing flesh as subject matter. The process and production reveal an 
engagement with the notion of medium as a recursive structure as the works of art have 
a supporting structure generating a set of conventions, some of which assume the 
medium itself as subject (Krauss 2000, 26). 
 
Figure 15. Carcass 3, 2011. Oil on canvas. 
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4.2. The Exhibition 
The exhibition consists of a series of paintings in which the objects or individual 
paintings used as the main elements engage with the conventional notions of 
craftsmanship and the use of the specific medium of oil paint. The subject matter is 
flesh. The work foregrounds the involvement and acknowledgment of the corporeal 
body, the hand of the artist, and of the organic material reality of our existence and 
objects that surround us. The notion of an exhibition site being neutral or given is 
contested and, as a result, the contemporary artist needs to be mindful of site specificity 
in relation to the exhibition (installation) of the artworks which, in this case, are oil 
paintings. The distinction between installation art and an installation of works of art in an 
exhibition space has become blurred (Bishop 2005). Both point to a desire to heighten 
both the viewer’s awareness of how objects are positioned (installed) in a space and 
their response to that arrangement. My intention is to activate the viewer’s heightened 
awareness and response to the conscious arrangement of the collection of canvases as 
each one represents a fragment or detail of a flayed carcass. The installation is 
arranged in a way that corresponds with Kabakov’slxiii description of his own practice, in 
which: “the main actor in the total installation, the main centre toward which everything 
is addressed, for which everything is intended, is the viewer” (in Bishop 2005). 
4.3. Paintings as an index of a kind of emptiness 
Informed by Hirst’s use of readymade objects to create the installation, A Thousand 
Years which transforms space, I have used readymade objects such as canvas, wood, 
pigments and wax, to create this series of paintings.  Duchamp famously suggested that 
all art is an “assisted readymade”lxiv, that all elements that make up the composition of a 
painting created with commercially purchased, mass produced manufactured items are 
already made, thus readymade. However, Krauss dismisses this narrow materialistic 
reading of the painter’s blank canvas. She suggests that each of these surfaces are 
already organised, already structured by an expectation of the viewer to experience an 
“external space” (1994, 54). She describes the smooth white surface as “an index of a 
kind of emptiness, a fundamental blankness which is that of the visual field understood 
as a kind of projection” (ibid). However, this is not a nostalgic return to the notion of the 
canvas as a window on the world, or a modernist obsession with medium, or art for art’s 
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sake. What is proposed is that an essential part of completing an artwork, in 
contemporary praxis, is the consideration of the actual physical support itself, the blank 
canvas.  
The blank canvas presents “the conditions of possibility” associated with the historical 
conventions of a specific medium, technical support and visuality itself. The 
understanding that forms the essential part of completing an artwork is that without a 
viewer, and without considering the inherent meaning communicated through the choice 
of medium and the technical support itself, the work does not reflect the notion of what a 
work of art can be in contemporary imagining. 
As Krauss (1994, 48) writes:  
The ground is not simply present, empty, but a container already filled, so 
that the gazelxv is experienced as being saturated from the very start; that 
the perspective projection is not felt as a transparency opening onto a 
world but as a skin, flesh like, dense, and strangely separable from the 
objects it fixates; these features present a visual model that is at one and 
the same time the complete reversal of traditional perspective and the total 
refusal of its modernist alternative. The drive to always perform a relay 
back to the base of the artistic medium, back to the support, back to the 
objective conditions of the enterprise, is a modernist obsession.  Vision 
must never overlook this task.  It must constantly reaffirm how even the 
physical givens of the picture support – the flatness of the sheet, the 
rectangularity of its frame – mirror the essential features of visuality itself: 
its simultaneity; its reflexiveness.  There must be no giving way to 
transparent illusion. There must be no self-forgetting.  The four corners of 
the sheet are more than a physical limit, they are a logical premise. They 
are the conditions of possibility. Like the four corners of the structuralists’ 
Klein Grouplxvi from the logical relations of which a whole system can be 
derived, they construct a frame that both generates and contains a 
universe. 
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4.4. Using art to explore the idea of art 
The paintings reflect a series of interventions that resulted in abstracted images based 
on photographs of meat taken at the local abattoir. The images were manipulated using 
Photoshop and other image processing software packages such as Picasa. Once a 
detail had emerged in which the literalness of the subject had receded without losing the 
quality of the fleshiness, the image was printed by a professional printing company. The 
resulting visual image was then translated into oil paintings. While the subject matter 
was particularly considered, this is not what was emphasized for the purposes of this 
 
Figure 16. Carcass 18, 2011. 
Oil on canvas. 
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study, although this could form the basis of future researchlxvii. What I was principally 
interested in exploring were the specific material qualities of the binding mediums 
traditionally associated with the use of oil painting to create expressive paintings where 
the paint becomes ‘flesh-like.’ Consequently the choice and exploration of the material 
possibilities of a specific medium becomes content, using art to explore the idea of art. 
4.5. Binding mediums 
In the creation of the series of paintings I prepared binding mediums2  consisting of wax, 
stand oil, damar varnish, zel-ken liquin and acrylic paste medium mixed with 
manufactured readymade oil paints. Paint is made up of two principle components: 
pigments which are finely ground powders that provide colour (and sometimes opacity) 
and the binder (or binding medium) which is a transparent, film-forming component into 
which the pigments are dispersed. The crucial function of the binding medium, as 
explained by Crook and Lemmer, occurs in the drying process when it converts from a 
liquid, fluid state into a flexible and transparent solid film. This film surrounds and binds 
the pigments and bonds them to the painting’s support (2000, 12). I investigated the role 
and material possibilities of experimenting with binding mediums combined with bought 
pigments suspended in pure linseed oil (principally Windsor & Newton oil paints). This 
was a heuristiclxviii process during which different waxes were melted, then mixed with 
turpentine (mineral, genuine and gum turpentine) until a satisfactory mixture was arrived 
at which allowed me to recreate the impression of flesh on canvas. A variety of waxes 
were sourced including jewellers green wax, both white and green microcrystalline wax 
4060, paraffin wax and synthetic beeswax. Experiments were recorded with samples 
painted onto a white treated board purchased from a local art supplier. Other mediums 
experimented with included resin and silicone latex. 
4.6. The studio process 
Once photographs were taken at the local abattoir, the colour, texture and tone of a 
detail was translated onto canvas stretched over a wooden support. Thick paint 
consisting of either oil paint mixed with Dala acrylic medium, zel-ken or a beeswax and 
turpentine mixture, was applied onto the surface using a palette knife, loosely 
                                            
2
 For recipes and photographs of experiments conducted, see Addendum 1. 
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referencing the manipulated photographic image. Thin washes of paint mixed with Dala 
acrylic medium were then applied over the pastose paint, referencing Rembrandt’s 
technique. The surface was subsequently wiped and rubbed to allow contrasting areas 
to emerge, distinguishing between the thick and thin areas of paint. Opaque passages 
were built up, with light areas more heavily painted in places, creating textures that 
capture the physical convolutions of the lighted surfaces of the subject, referencing the 
meat textures of animal carcasses. The texture was created by applying the paint thickly 
with large brushes and palette knives, and gently passing a large, dry, soft-hair brush 
back and forth over the surface of the wet paint until the desired texture was obtained. 
The surface was progressively scraped, sanded, removed, cut off in places, and layered 
with more medium. The process of the paintings involved experimentation, moments of 
spontaneity, the use of fingers and various tools; adding and removing medium until the 
image was resolved. This is when the artwork communicates what is needed in this 
context, reflecting the artist’s intention3. The surfaces of the paintings reflect an 
engagement with the use of the specific medium of oil paint and the representation of 
the surface of flesh, combining both the content and the construction of the object, flesh 
and artifact, as content. They refuse both traditional perspective and the modernist 
alternative, reflecting the epistemological process of discovery, hesitation, reflection, 
and the spontaneous engagement with the materiality of the painting practice, while not 
negating the importance of content. 
The spontaneity required to create a convincing painting is difficult to achieve as the 
shedding of collective ideals and expectations is not easy, particularly after years spent 
obeying them. Kuspit suggests that spontaneity is only possible when there is a return 
to the lived body; an activity that promotes a sense of spontaneous, vital release (2000, 
3). In much contemporary modernist and post modern abstract art, he observes, the 
artist appears to be reduced to a machine that performs as it is supposed to, the body 
seems more dead than alive. The ‘machine body’ is emotionally as well as corporeally 
deficient. Kupsit proposes that the most convincing modern painting is a symbolic 
attempt to revitalise the body making it, and the psyche which is inseparable from it, to 
                                            
3
 Addendum 2: Photographs taken of the final exhibited paintings which were based on photographs 
taken at the abattoir, the listed figures mirroring a recursive practice. 
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feel alive again (2000, 4). Marion Milner concurs, stating: “What the painter does 
conceptualise in non-verbal symbols is the astounding experience of how it feels to be 
alive, the experience known from the inside, of being a living, moving body in space, 
with capacities to relate oneself to other objects in space (1957).” 
 
Figure 17. Carcass 2. 2011. Oil on canvas. 
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Figure 18. The process: From the photographed ostrich carcass in the abattoir.  Isolating details, 
manipulating the detail from the original image using digital image processing software.  Translating into 
paintings via a variety of binding mediums: exploring the use of medium as a recursive structure. 
 
4.7. Painting as a free agent: extending sideways and forwards 
Traditionally paintings were freed from subservience to a larger architectural context 
with the isolation of easel painting by frames. Henceforth a painting could act as a free 
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agent, the total object for a self-contained and unified visual experience, rather than 
acting merely as an element in a larger visual array. The painter was no longer obliged 
to contend with uncontrollable, outside variables in the organisation of expressive form. 
In addition, the visual experience available to the viewer of painting could attain a totality 
specific to the sensory experience of a unique object; here, paint on a technical support.  
However, independence from the surrounding space also resulted in a total severance 
of direct contact with the reality external to the frame. The eccentric vector, leading the 
eye away from a focus and into surrounding space, is suppressed by the frame’s 
emphasis on the centric vector leading the eye from the edge into the internal horizon of 
the painting. The viewer is led visually and imaginatively deeper and deeper into 
pictorial space as the compensatory eccentric vector is not powerful enough to lead 
their visual and imaginative contemplation back to the edges, and beyond it, to the 
viewer’s own perspective in environmental space (Lemmer 1986, 109). 
In much contemporary art, the frame is reduced to a narrow strip, and sometimes 
completely disappears. According to Arnheim, this reduction allows easel painting to 
extend sideways for the first time, as well as forwards into the environmental space 
(1970, 59). However, the abandonment of the frame resurrected the problem of 
achieving integrity for the visual experience of an object, now relegated again within a 
larger visual context (Lemmer 1986, 111).  While the frame distanced paintings from the 
surrounding space, its abandonment resulted in the danger that a work of art could lose 
visual integrity by flowing freely into surrounding space, thus emptying itself at its edges 
(1986, 112). 
Taking the advantages and disadvantages of exhibiting unframed works into account, 
the sides of the stretchers in this series of paintings are dealt with in different ways. 
Some of the canvases have deep stretchers which raise the frontal surface of the 
canvas clear of the supporting wall, thus isolating the painting as an integrated and self-
sufficient unit within the overall exhibition space. Instead of flowing away from the 
painting the viewer’s attention is contained within the object itself. This is reinforced by 
painting the sides a matt black which stops the viewer’s glance from falling off the edge; 
thus encouraging their attention to move back into the internal horizon of the painting.  
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Figure 19. Carcass 16, 2011. Oil and mixed media on canvas. 
The use of various binding mediums to create the textured surfaces in the paintings, 
along with the movement on the surfaces, combine to emphasise the eccentric vector of 
sight; as well as the continuity between the paintings and the environmental framework 
in which they are presented. Thus the intention is for the paintings to maintain the ability 
to interact with the environmental space in which the audience lives, while evoking an 
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awareness of the dynamic flux of time and space in the viewer. Because the edges play 
an important role in these paintings, the visual experience of the painting is not 
dissipated in the space surrounding it. The edges assume a specific physical presence, 
enabling them to define themselves as boundaries, both of the paintings’ particular field 
of forces, and of the viewer’s aesthetic experiencelxix.  
The individual paintings are a microcosm in action. Nevertheless, as an exhibition of 
paintings they collectively create a body of work, reflecting an individual vision: a 
recurring, reflective process that is always unfolding. This body is constantly recreated 
by each individual viewer, and the context or site of display. The edges of the painting 
become another surface, a three-dimensional form, all of which are fields of meaning 
marked by paint.  They are no longer edges or frames in the conventional sense, but 
become other surfaces that are of equal significance in the reading or viewing of the 
work. 
 
 
Figure 20. Carcass 6, 2011.Oil and mixed media on canvas. 
It is the artist’s intention that this viewing experience evokes an awareness of the 
constantly changing, phenomenal, organic world, in which shapes depend on the 
momentary position of the causal or mobile spectator. The shape or form of the 
composition shifts as the viewer moves; consequently, rather than giving back what is 
already known, the artworks serve as instruments of self-revelation. This implies a 
complex epistemology or, as Danto suggests, it may reflect a shallow comprehension of 
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the structure of self-knowledge, if we apply an analysis of this structure derived from the 
theories of Sartre (Danto 1981, 10).  
4.8. Sartre’s for-itself (pour-soi) versus for-others (pour-autrui) 
Danto describes how Sartre distinguishes between the sort of immediate, direct 
knowledge one has (or is philosophically alleged to have) of one’s own conscious 
stages, from the knowledge one has of objects as things in the world (ibid). A conscious 
being that is conscious of itself, Sartre designates as for-itself (pour-soi) (Danto 1981, 
10). This is a being that is simultaneously conscious of itself as a self, and immediately 
conscious of not being one of the objects it is conscious of. Nothing concerning the 
consciousness of pour-soi would allow for an understanding of self as an object, as it 
belongs to a radically different ontological order than mere objects do. It is consequently 
an elemental surprise when the pour-soi realises that it can be an object for others, 
essentially that it has an existence for-others (pour-autrui). Therefore it can become part 
of the group of objects it has always distinguished itself from, as it comes to an 
understanding that it has an outside and an inside; whereas the experience of itself as 
pour-soi would not have led to this conclusion (Danto 1981, 11). 
From the viewer’s perspective these paintings may appear, as Bryson describes, to be 
disorganised and fragmentary corpse morcelé (corpse divided up, parcelled up) (Bal & 
Bryson 2001, 33). Each painting reflects a part of the whole, as they are details from 
photographs taken of animal carcasses. This exhibition mirrors a consciousness of a 
self, inhabiting a body that is a jumble of disparate sensations from various organs and 
limbs (an outside and an inside), which occupies no consistent contour or space.  
When observing our own bodies, we can only ever view fragments or parts of the whole. 
It is only when we view an image or reflection that we see ourselves as whole, as a 
corporeal object. However, there is simultaneously the consciousness of an interior that 
represents self (for-itself (pour-soi)), a consciousness or being that transcends the 
physical outside self, an inside. Therefore, when we view ourselves through an image or 
reflection, it becomes an essentially alienating experience, as we become self-
consciously aware that it only represents the outside; we consequently see ourselves 
reflected as object (for-others (pour-autrui)).  This series of paintings can serve as an 
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instrument of self-revelation as the outer layer of skin is literally removed revealing the 
inner flesh, which is then recreated in a series of paintings that seek to confirm a shared 
materiality. Thus the boundary between human and animal, viewer and painting, 
collapses as subject becomes object, and object subject.  
 
Figure 21. Carcass 15, 2011.  Oil and mixed media on canvas. 
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4.9. Bal’s notion of coeval 
This concept of a shared materiality reflects Mieke Bal’s notion that the self and the 
world come into being at the same time, they are coeval4 (Bal & Bryson 2001, 30).  She 
explains that the self can only know where it stands in space if it acquires a sense of 
boundary, of where the self ends and the world begins. However, such knowledge has 
to come from outside, from the gaze of another human being (ibid). It is through this 
kind of knowledge that these paintings move beyond the modernist preoccupation with 
surface, to extend the kind of self-knowledge that this specific kind of visual experience 
(painting) promotes.  
 
A self-knowing which is an experience of pour-autrui meaning a consciousness of 
oneself as an object for the gaze of another human (or animal) being, is extended here 
to become a kind of self-revelation that is evoked when viewing an artwork whose 
surface (paint as flesh) resonates with an understanding of our corporeal supporting 
structure, a coeval experience. An understanding of self made specifically possible 
through the visual experience particular to the practice of painting. Bal defines this as a 
vision “characterised as a vacillation between the subject and object of that vision and 
which changes the status of both (Bal 1999, 7).” 
 
An experience no longer one of a disembodied consciousness formed by an observing 
and classifying subject, “but is replaced by a sensuous and subjective activity of 
embodied consciousness, seeing, hearing and producing meaningful sounds and sights 
in communion with the ‘other’ (Coetzee & Roux 1998, 72).”  This is a dialogical 
engagement, where the viewer is encouraged to converse with the other, here 
represented by objects, paintings whose ‘truth’ extends beyond the known, understood 
or a disembodied textual description. The viewer is encouraged to be with the paintings, 
to receive their gaze understanding that the consciousness of self constructed by this 
conversation cannot be predicted, but demands being radically present.  
                                            
4 The literal meaning is: of the same or equal age, antiquity, or duration: coeval, noun— co·e·val·i·ty \ˌkō-
(ˌ)ē-ˈva-lə-tē\noun. Latin coaevus, from co- + aevum age, lifetime. Synonyms: COETANEOUS, 
CONTEMPORARY, COEXISTENT, COEXISTING, COEXTENSIVE, COINCIDENT, COINCIDENTAL, CONCURRENT, 
CONTEMPORANEOUS, COTERMINOUS, SIMULTANEOUS, SYNCHRONIC, SYNCHRONOUS. 
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Bal draws attention to the insistence, in anthropology, of shared time as an 
epistemological requirement (Bal 1999, 7). This is the ability to be with the other, and to 
share with the other, which Fabian (1983, 161 in Coetzee & Roux 1998 ,72) marks out 
as the real meaning of coevalness.  He explains how in this type of conversation things 
‘may work out’ in any way.  Nothing can be predicted where interlocutors choose to be 
radically present to each other. This face-to-face quality of the conversation marks 
another hermetic aspect: the concern with boundaries, the standing on the threshold, 
the transgression of limits, and the regression into “known territory”.  Being coeval does 
not mean that the painter or viewer forgets their world in order to participate in another.  
It means rather that a fusion of worlds is allowed and facilitated.  It means holding onto 
the old while entertaining the new.  It is in this tension that a new co-created meaning 
can be produced between worlds.   
 
It is suggested, much as Coetzee and Roux described the ‘new’ role of the 
anthropologist, that the contemporary artist is the artist of “dialogue, the skilful 
conversationalist, not one that only manipulates, but engages without reserve in the 
“play” of conversation (Gadamer 1975, 464 in Coetzee & Roux 1998 ,72)”; represented 
here through the engagement, and manipulation of a specific visual medium, paint. As 
they suggest it is only in this play that truth can be co-produced.  “But this is a practical 
truth, a truth that “happens” to work: it is, indeed, one that can fail, that can be 
suppressed or inherited, an incomplete truth (Coetzee & Roux 1998 ,72)”. Dialogical Art, 
and the communicated expressive intentions of the artist, is one that is caught in the 
ambiguity and transience of a specific time, culture and space. 
 
The shared materiality of the supporting structure of human, animal and artwork is flesh. 
Therefore these paintings encourage a particular understanding of a collective visceral 
reality made possible through the use of the specific medium of oil paint, reflecting the 
use of medium as a recursive structure. This is that a medium must have a supporting 
structure, generative of a set of conventions, some of which, in assuming the medium 
itself as subject, will be wholly “specific” to it, thus producing an experience of their own 
necessity (Krauss 2000, 26).   
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4.10. Painting in the digital age 
The evolving space of contemporary life appears to be a digital rather than analogue 
space, where all experience and reality is simulated in binary code. Binary code which 
reduces everything to structure is replaced and challenged here, not through a rogue 
virus, but through the individual creative act reflected in this installation of paintings; by 
the “formless”lxx that cannot be contained in text or codelxxi. The return of the organic, 
the abject, the handmade and the transformed physical ‘stuff’ results in medium that 
expresses a space that cannot be guarded. Instead it has to be experienced on a multi-
sensory, emotional and cognitive level which encompasses and involves the spectator 
in the creative act. The viewer thus becomes part of this consciousness, this organic 
process and is invited to inhabit the same space. 
 The artist represents paintings in a way that is individually significant, not as mass 
produced objects for a homogenous audience; instead hand crafted paintings installed 
in the reflective, meditative, reclaimed space of the Athenaeum in Port Elizabeth.  As 
Newman said: “One thing that I am involved in about painting, is that painting should 
give man a sense of place, that he knows that he’s there, so he’s aware of self...that, 
the onlooker in front of my painting knows that he’s there” (in Gaiger & Wood 2003, 
176). 
Julian Bell describes how the idea that painting can express the painter developed 
during the Romantic era embracing the values of authenticity, spirituality, the sublime 
and, more recently, through appeals to the corporeal and sexual make-up of the viewer 
(1999, 168). In contemporary society however, most images are still valued in the 
marketplace for what they represent, as can be seen by the popularity and proliferation 
of digitally photographed images. Unquestionably paintings, despite all the declarations 
of the end or death of painting, are still considered and valued as individual creative 
expressions, which are reflected in the significance attributed to the signature, the mark 
of the artist (ibid), and the practice these references.  
 
The artist promotes through the exhibition of these paintings, the central importance of 
the complex, but largely wordless, pleasure of looking (ibid). The specific meanings and 
intentions on which communication conventionally depend are deflected, turned into 
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something else. Here painting involves the painter as agent, working with materials of a 
complex combination of handmade and readymade composition. The painting becomes 
an object on the wall, reflecting the practice of applying paint to a technical support, 
installed in a specific space, but not contained, allowing only for a narrow, explicit 
explanation and predetermined inspection. The intention of the artist is clearly 
articulated by Bell, who describes what we see when viewing paintings as such: “[this] 
record of creativity, of human expressive vigour [which] retains a power to affect if we 
open our attention to its striving gestures. For viewer, as for painter, communication 
functions as hope” (1999, 172). 
 
The purpose of this chapter has been to discuss the process and production of paintings 
that reflect the notion of medium as a recursive structure. My paintings are structured as 
‘over-paintings’, in that the underlying support is suppressed by a layer of paint, 
medium, while simultaneously projecting a new space (Krauss 1994, 54). The paint is 
flesh-like, having congealed over the surface of the support. The ‘over layers’ of medium 
do not conceal the under layers, as there is the occasional bleed of the underlying parts, 
revealing the different mediums i.e. wax, resin, oil paint or acrylic medium. It is this 
presence that reflects or refers to an original individual experience when viewing an oil 
painting, as one that reveals and imitates an internal reality. However, these paintings 
introduce an internal and an external reality simultaneously referenced through the 
flesh-like surface, pierced and cut to reveal multiple layers. These layers were created 
on the supporting structure (wood and canvas) with the use of a specific medium, oil 
paint; combined with a variety of other mediums, to create a ‘new object’ which defies 
reification into any traditional category.   
 
The preceding chapters exploring the notion of an artwork as the result of the 
manipulation of medium to create a meaningful visual experience will be reviewed in the 
final chapter.  In addition, the ability to use traditionally constructed finite components of 
art in a way that refers to, but extends the understanding and experience of the use of 
specific mediums in art, will be discussed.  
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The Marxist art historian T.J. Clark articulates the problems with which we continue to 
struggle today, inquiring:  
 
What are the connecting lines between the artist, form, available systems 
of representation, current theories of art, other ideologies, social classes 
and more general historical structures and processes? How does 
experience become form, an event, an image, boredom become its 
representation, despair become spleen, these are the problems.  
              [1978, 12-13] 
 
 
 
Figure 22. Carcass 8, 2011. Oil on canvas. 
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CONCLUSION 
5.1. Medium as an infinite statement 
The aim of this dissertation and exhibition of oil paintings was to review the notion of 
medium in relation to art praxis and selected works of Rembrandt and Hirst; an 
expression of medium as a “recursive structure” (Krauss 2000: 6).  What this study has 
proposed is that while an artwork can be considered a ‘construct’, it is the result of the 
intentional manipulation of medium to create a meaningful visual experience.  That is an 
ability to use the traditionally constructed finite components of art lxxii (specific mediums, 
craftsmanship, physical supports, and significant form) in a way that refers to, but 
extends, the understanding and experience of medium in art.   
 
5.2. Reviewing medium 
What is medium in contemporary art practice?  Medium, in this context, is considered an 
infinitely recursive statement as its meaning is endlessly deferred, continuously 
reinvented and constructed by individual artists in an imaginative reflective manner. This 
can be seen in the divergent definitions of medium formulated by different theorists, 
from the 15th century to contemporary times. This dissertation proposes that what can 
be considered to define art is medium, “technical support” (Krauss 2010, 37). Krauss 
describes this contemporary understanding of medium as one that references a wide 
variety of technical supports, including specific mediums and the new technologies it 
has become possible to exploit when constructing or creating an artwork (2010, 38). 
What is significant is how an artwork addresses the structure of the medium used 
(Krauss 1999, 56); i.e. the use of medium as a recursive structure (Krauss 2000, 6). In 
addition, this recursive structure is something made, rather than something given.   
 
5.3. Rembrandt and Hirst 
Not only defining medium, but defining art is a philosophical question and thus the 
history of art is the history of that question. I am explaining what this history means to 
me by studying Hirst’s contemporary artwork, which ‘quotes’ Rembrandt, an old master; 
both works representing flesh as part of the composition.  Like any form of 
representation, art is inevitably engaged with what preceded it, and that engagement is 
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an active reworking.  It specifies how and what our gaze sees.  Therefore the work 
performed by images observed in contemporary times obscures the older ones as they 
were seen and understood before this viewing; creating new imaginings of old images 
instead. This is a reviewing process characterised by an engagement with the past 
framed by the perception that is shaped by the present.  
 
Mieke Bal explains that such revisions of older art: “[n]either collapse past and present 
(as in ill-conceived continuous present), nor objectify the past and bring it within our 
grasp as a problematic, positivist historicism” (Bal & Bryson 2001, 270).  However, this 
demonstrates a possible way of dealing with the past today. This reversal, which Bal 
names “preposterous history” (ibid), puts what chronologically came first (pre) with an 
after effect (post) behind its later reviewing. Essentially, as Bal suggests, this is a way of 
conducting history which carries productive uncertainties and illuminating insights (2001, 
271), as each image viewed from the present is framed in a particular way that allows 
for formerly inconceivable new imaginings.   
 
The concept of seeing the past through the understanding and imagining of the present 
serves as one of the central theoretical foci in my series of paintings as Rembrandt’s 
work is the visual core that has aided the articulation of issues relevant to this study. 
This reflects on the widespread rejection of the expressive material possibilities of 
specific mediums; painting, sculpture and drawing, by many late modernist and 
contemporary artists. Peter Fuller alleges that this negative response resulted in the 
loss of the potential for aesthetic transformation which these mediums make possible 
(1980, 180). According to Marcuse (1898–1979), “Renunciation of the aesthetic form is 
the abdication of responsibility.  It deprives art of the very form in which it can create 
that other reality within the established one, the cosmos of hope” (Fuller 1980, 180). 
 
What is the form, this cosmos of hope, of an artwork in the 21stcentury? This 
dissertation and exhibition assert that it is in essence a visual, not a textual 
experiencelxxiii.  What must convince, describe, represent, entice, entertain and educate 
is the aesthetic form seen, appreciated and understood; while contributing to a 
reviewing of medium and a collectively deep appreciation of what it is to be a corporeal 
form, an embodied eye, in contemporary time. 
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5.4. Rembrandt 
Rembrandt’s painting reflected and challenged the dominant ideology and artistic 
conventions of 17th century Netherlands. His work, The Flayed Ox illustrates a 
controversial use of medium as he employed more than one accepted technique, 
establishing his own individual approach and style. This suggests that he used medium 
as a recursive structure; quoting or referring to the conventional techniques associated 
with the use of a specific medium, oil paint in 17th century; but using it in his own way, 
manipulating medium intentionally and expressively.  
 
Clark describes how Rembrandt’s art can be viewed as a conscious or unconscious 
critical negotiation of the world in which he lived (1978). This critical negotiation 
extended both to the process of art making, and the use of medium. In Rembrandt’s 
work oil paint becomes topographical, describing and defining the contours of flesh and 
the architectural surrounds in a way that allows the viewer to negotiate the painting’s 
surface, simultaneously aware of medium constituting both substance and content. 
 
Wolheim describes how a painter paints to produce content and meaning but the artist 
paints to produce a certain kind of experiencelxxiv. Rembrandt’s art seems to reflect his 
intention to provide the spectator of his work with a corporeal experience. The fact that a 
corporeal sensation is involved in what seems to be “only” a visual activity – looking at 
art – may already have been known in Rembrandt’s time.  Van de Wetering suggests 
that this can be read in a passage where Hoogstraten deals with the notion of ‘skill’.  He 
quotes Hoogstraten, who wrote that: “Skill comes through much exercise and 
continuous doing” (2009, 273). Hoogstraten then adds a sentence that betrays his 
awareness of the involvement of the body in the contemplation of art: “Moeiljk gedaen 
moelijk om to zien, zegt men”, which to Van de Wetering’s mind could best be translated 
as: “As the saying goes: what is done laboriously is tiring to look at” (ibid). My literal 
translation is “hard to do, hard to see, so says man,” which would reference Wolheim’s 
notion of “seeing-in;” that as a spectator looks at the marks on a particular surface she 
becomes simultaneously aware of a form emerging out of the random marks, occupying 
the foreground of the perceptual experience. So the harder she looks, the more she will 
see into the picture; here the spectator becomes a viewer-participant.   
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This looking hard, deeply, is something that demands a response on a physical level to 
what is being observed.  Van de Wetering, in common with many other viewers, is 
fascinated, even moved in a mysterious way, by Rembrandt’s brushwork.  He describes 
how a significant part of his satisfaction and joy when looking at Rembrandt’s work is 
due to the indescribable quality of the lines in his drawings and etchings, and of the 
brushwork in his paintings.  This quality he identifies as “spontaneous”.  In connection 
with spontaneity in art, the neurophysiologist Denier van der Gon has demonstrated that 
skills developed through intensive practice lead to spontaneously executed movements 
(Van de Wetering 2009, 275).  The artist’s movements, though in part unconsciously 
executed, are in fact under complex neuromotor control.  Our reception of these lines 
and brushstrokes is, Van de Wetering believes, influenced by the fact that the 
movements we observe are echoed in our own bodies, in the sense that we latently 
participate in these movements. Everybody knows that one experiences intense 
pleasure in observing spontaneity, whether in watching people engaged in sport, a 
skilled craftsman, or an artist at work, because we experience what we see not only with 
our eyes but with our whole body.  Van de Wetering suggests that we have this same 
physical experience and feeling when only traces of a movement remain - traces like the 
tracks of a skater scored in fresh ice, the graceful handwriting of a well-written letter, the 
chisel marks on a sculpture, the lines drawn on paper, or the brushstrokes on a painting.  
When we are looking at spontaneity, or at its traces, we seem to enjoy the experience of 
the artist’s movements, and, as it were, to taste their spontaneity or freedom (2009, 274-
275). 
 
However, with great art, like Rembrandt’s painting, the artist appears, as it were, to 
move within that image while he is at work. He is what he is making (2009:276). This 
echoes what Rembrandt seemed to be inviting the spectator to experience when 
standing in front of his painting The Flayed Ox. His use of medium seems to encourage 
the spectator to move within the image, to become part of this significant experience, 
sensitive to what the artist intended. And further, for the spectator to become absorbed 
in the quality of the mark, the intentional manipulation of medium, images surfacing from 
the chaos of substance developing into evocative, expressive form. 
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5.5. Damien Hirst: working in a “liquid era” 
As the discussion on Damien Hirst’s work concluded, he used the genre of installation 
as his medium in A Thousand Years.  It becomes evident that this work challenges the 
conventions associated with the traditional use of a specific medium, and the 
conventional values of the 20th and 21st century art field of which he, and his work, forms 
a part.  However he does refer to traditional artistic conventions such as composition, 
framing, and the use of colour, amongst others; while his use of medium, in this 
particular example, A Thousand Years, can be said to extend our understanding of what 
medium is in contemporary art praxis, thus the use of medium as a recursive structure. 
 
Damien Hirst’s oeuvre reflects a new paradigm that draws on art’s modern materials. 
These include the industrial technologies producing and refashioning social subjectivity 
in the 20th and 21st centuries: the photographic, cinematic and more recently, the digital. 
While representing the praxis of an influential contemporary artist, Hirst’s work mirrors 
the difficulties of any cultural expression reflecting the opaque and disorientating social 
realities we currently live in; the era Zygmut Bauman names “liquid” lxxv  rather than post 
modernity (Bauman n.d.; Bryant in Pollock 2007, 161).   
 
This liquid modernity results in a flow of experience, thus individual artists need to be 
flexible and adaptable in conditions of prevalent uncertainty and constant 
transformation. Nothing is static, or solid; all understanding is constantly evolving, 
changing and surfacing.  What often seems to shape success and recognition in 
contemporary artistic praxis is a transitory floating; a moment of validation inflated by 
the prevailing theoretical discourse.  For instance, Pollock attests to how criticism in art 
appears to have been replaced by a trained cohort who creates claims through which 
competing branded art identities are marketed and rendered secure investments 
through an alliance of dealers and museums (2007: 171).  Thus artwork seems to 
represent the collusion of specific interest groups, rather than revealing a critical 
engagement resulting in an intriguing visual expression and experience. 
 
Hirst is often accused of revealing a lack of critical engagement and has been described 
as a “branded art identity”. According to Kabakov, he is an artist “for whom art today is 
show business” (in Tupitsyn 2004, 278). Everything is based on shock-inducing effects, 
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as shock and aggression turn any episode into a spectacle. However, by abolishing the 
boundaries between autonomous art and the culture industry, Damien Hirst redefined 
the concept of the total field of art.  While this is acknowledged, his particular approach 
and method of art making has contributed to the controversy, rejection and vehemently 
negative reaction to his work, and persona in general, by many contemporary artists, 
critics and influential art theorists of his generationlxxvi.   
 
5.6. The paintings 
The series of carcass paintings harnesses the conventions of the specific medium of oil 
painting as substance and subject matter. The intention was to find or create a form of 
representation, expressed through the considered choice of a specific medium or 
particular substance, that reviews what paint is; asking what the materials employed in 
the activity of painting suggest, or can suggest inherentlylxxvii. The meaning is 
restructured through historical and theoretical associations, but ultimately it was the 
visual surfaces made possible through the application of paint (pigment combined with a 
variety of binding mediums), that absorbed and provided material for exploration and 
conscious consideration.  
 
In this study of the practice of painting, the actual physical material properties were 
explored, using art to discuss the notion of what art is in the 21st century; but doing so in 
a way that subtly challenges the conventions of what has gone before.  This can be 
seen, for example, in the style of the images: they are not abstract or figurative, but are 
constructed through the material medium of paint to communicate the topographical 
substance of flesh. This links to the notion that the visual is articulated through the act of 
crafting and viewing; that a textual analysis is always restricted and inhibited through the 
inherent production of meaning structured through difference. This echoes Bataille’s 
views on Manet: “To break up the subject and re-establish it on a different basis is not to 
neglect the subject; so it is in a sacrifice, which takes liberties with the victim and even 
kills it, but cannot be said to neglect it” (in Bois & Krauss 1997, 21). 
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5.7. Painting as imaginative encounters 
A question to consider is whether we are still in the midst of a society organised as 
appearance, of the ‘spectacular’ post structural or the postmodern; or have we entered 
a non-spectacular global system. Are we living, as Grenfell and Hardy (2003, 24) 
propose, in a system arranged primarily around the control and flow of information, 
whose management and regulation of attention would demand entirely new forms of 
resistance and memory, as well as whole new forms of imagininglxxviii? The remaining 
conditions of aesthetic practices and critical reflection that have been made possible 
also need to be identified.  It is proposed that painting is both a mode of thought and a 
searching for form to describe the as-yet-unthought-of, the unimagined; and a way of 
facing up to the delights and the horrors of social reality (which includes abattoirs lxxix).  
 
Figure 23. Carcass 12, 2011. Oil on canvas. 
 67 
Art, specifically painting in the context of this study, represents a kind of reflection from 
within and without; a simultaneous address to observe how we live and what structures 
the relations and networks that frame that living. Krauss explains that the study of the 
histories of art continues to occur in an expanded cultural approach that still defines 
specificity to aesthetic symbolic practiceslxxx; and its knowledge’s of the world produced 
by, and gained through, acquaintance with a making and a meaning process. This 
process of aesthetic symbolic practice encounters the imagination, and is imagined in 
the way it articulates (textually and visually) through formal and signifying processes, a 
way to enhance our understanding of an individual yet social relation to the changing 
texture of collective lifelxxxi. It becomes apparent that painting makes it possible to reflect 
or illuminate the reality of the liquid, plugged in, connected and coded generation in a 
specifically significant way. It enables us to use imaginative encounters to perceive, and 
to learn about the real, beyond the illusions created by the image culture of the 
spectacular: painting allows for “wild thinking” (Lévi-Strauss in Pollock 2007, 168).  
 
The importance of the making process and the specificity of the aesthetic symbolic 
process of painting are foregrounded in this study. This is the importance of medium as 
a recursive structure, which is where medium must have a supporting structure, 
generative of a set of conventions, some of which, in assuming that medium itself as 
subject, will be wholly specific to it; thus producing an experience of its own necessity 
(Krauss 2000, 26).  This is the era of preposterous history (Bal & Bryson 2001, 271), of 
liquid modernity (Bauman in Jay 2010), of medium as recursive structure (Krauss 2000, 
26). 
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Figure 24. Carcass 9, 2011. Oil on canvas. 
 
“Whatever I think about, I at the same time learn something about it and about thought, 
so that the structures of its objects as revealed by thought are revelations about the 
structures of thought itself” 
(Descartes in Danto 1981, 54) 
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Appendix A: Recipes for mediums used in paintings 
 
 
1. Cold Wax Medium: 
 
Beeswax 1 part by volume 
Turpentine (used genuine turpentine) 3 parts by volume 
 
In a double boiler (created out of two different size pots), I gradually heated the wax, stirring 
continuously, until melted. Instead of mixing the wax and turpentine together by adding the 
turpentine to the double boiler while it was on the stove, I removed the melted wax from the 
heat, stirred in the measured amount of turpentine, and then reheated the mixture until the wax 
had melted again.  It was transparent when warm, hardening to an opaque yellow like 
substance on cooling.  The medium had a butter like consistency and mixed successfully with 
bought pigment in the form of Windsor & Newton artist’s oil paints.  If the container was not 
sealed the exposed surface of the binding medium dried out, forming a hard crust which 
protected the underlying layers that remained pliable.  The medium dried ‘to the touch’ on the 
canvas quite rapidly, but the exact drying time of the paint on the surface of the canvas varied; 
depending on which colour pigment I used, and the thickness of application. 
 
When I experimented with using genuine turpentine versus mineral turpentine the difference 
was that the genuine turpentine mixed with the wax very easily. Using the same wax but mixing 
it with mineral turpentine resulted in the mixture appearing more yellow in colour, almost like 
animal fat.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
Beeswax and gum turpentine Beeswax and genuine turpentine Beeswax and walnut oil, gum 
turpentine 
 
Figure 25. Beeswax mediums. 
 
 
 
 
Beeswax with alizarin crimson  
and zelkin. 
Beeswax with alizarin crimson. 
 
Figure 26. Beeswax with pigments. 
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Soft microcrystalline wax (4060) yielded very good results.  This white wax melted rapidly and 
mixed well with the turpentine.  It dried on the painting support almost immediately. It is white in 
colour but this didn’t significantly affect the colour mixing.  I added purchased oil painting 
medium, Dala modified alkyd resin quick drying medium, and also used Windsor & Newton 
Liquin Light Gel (formerly Wingel), which improved the consistency and mixing quality of the 
wax based binding medium, and assisted in the drying process.  Adding these mediums 
resulted in a shiny surface, opposed to the matt quality achieved when these resin based 
mediums were not added to the wax based medium. 4060 green microcrystalline wax worked 
equally well, but the consistency of the wax seemed different, requiring more wax to form the 
same quality of medium. 
 
 
2. Painting medium: 
 
Damar Varnish 1 part by volume 
Stand oil5 1 part by volume 
Turpentine6 2 parts by volume 
 
I mixed the varnish, stand oil and turpentine in a large glass jar sealed with a tight fitting lid.  The 
first medium I boiled immediately after mixing, which resulted in all three liquids, although 
initially of different density, immediately blending.  The medium was very runny in consistency 
but worked well as a glazing medium.  The second batch of medium was placed in direct 
sunlight for a period of 2 weeks. I turned the container 2 or 3 times daily which resulted in a 
medium that was much thicker and formed a similar consistency to purchased alkyd resin 
mixtures7 (freely available from most art suppliers). This medium worked well when added to 
readymade oil paint, consisting of pigments already mixed with pure linseed oil. This was 
particularly effective as a glazing medium. 
 
                                            
5
 Stand oil is obtained from linseed oil which has been boiled for six or eight hours at a temperature of 290 
degrees Celsius.  Boiling in this way removes about 10 per cent for the unsaturated glycerides and 
polymerizes the oil, that is, two or more molecules unite and become one.  This oil has been used for 
centuries, often in the damp and unfavourable climate of Holland by painters and decorators (Hiler 1970, 
70). 
6
 Diluents such as genuine Turpentine and mineral turpentine were used.  This technique of working with 
paints thinned with diluents became popular in the 18
th
 century.  It proved to give a mat and somewhat 
chalky effect in contrast with the varnish mediums and is considered as one of the oldest and most 
durable methods of painting (Hiler 1970, 76). 
7
 These resin mixtures are usually mixed in to promote and aid drying.  These substances are called 
siccatives or dryers. Lead, highly toxic and poisonous was traditionally used in most metallic dryers.   
   
4060 with gum turps, zelkin. 4060 mixed turps, linseed oil with 
alizarin crimson. 
4060 alizarin, sap green mixture. 
 
Figure 27. Soft microcrystalline wax (4060) binding mediums. 
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3. Latex silicone:   
 
Latex silicone was purchased from Dalen Industries.  The white plasticine-like substance could 
easily be moulded to form any shape.  I covered it with a wax based medium and purchased oil 
paint.  It worked well but it never dried to a hard and solid state, therefore it was not very 
practical. 
 
 
 
Figure 28. Latex silicone. 
 
 
4. Fibreglass resin: 
 
I mixed resin with oil pigments but the result was a very shiny surface, which was not 
satisfactory for the flesh like surface I was trying to achieve. However, after painting the upper 
layer of the paintings surface with wood glue; allowing it to dry before applying resin, I managed 
to create a surface with more of a matt appearance. The resin and purchased oil paint mixture 
worked very well as a glazing medium and it would be interesting to research further 
possibilities. However, it was highly toxic and the fumes were obviously unhealthy and 
unpleasant to work around.  In also dried extremely quickly. 
 
 
 
Figure 29. Acrylic medium, oil paint with a layer of resin 
medium applied resulting in a highly glossy finish. 
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5. Dala Acrylic medium:  
 
Acrylic medium was mixed with readymade oil paints (Windsor & Newton), and applied over an 
acrylic painting.   
 
 
 
 
Figure 30. Acrylic medium mixed with purchased pigments. 
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Appendix B: Paintings 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 31. Carcass 4. 2011. Oil on canvas. 96cm x 70cm. 
 
 
Figure 32. Carcass 1, 2011. Oil on canvas.96cm x 70cm. 
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Figure 33. Carcass 2, 2011. Oil on canvas. 96cm x 70cm. 
 
 
Figure 34. Carcass 3, 2011. Oil on canvas.102cm x 77cm. 
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Figure 35. Carcass 5, 2011. Oil on canvas. 70cm x 
96cm. 
 
 
Figure 36. Carcass 6, 2011. Oil on canvas.76cm x 
101cm. 
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Figure 37. Carcass 7, 2011. Oil on canvas. 91cm x 91cm. 
 
 
Figure 38. Carcass 8, 2011. Oil on canvas.91cm x 91cm. 
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Figure 39. Carcass 9, 2011. Oil on canvas. 92cm x 61cm. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 40. Carcass 10, 2011. Oil on canvas.91cm x 91cm 
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Figure 41. Carcass 11, 2011. Oil on canvas. 91cm x 61cm. 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 42. Carcass 12, 2011. Oil on canvas. 91cm x 91cm. 
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Figure 43.  Carcass 13, 2011. Oil on canvas.150cm x 100cm. 
 
 
Figure 44. Carcass 14, 2011. Oil on canvas.120cm x 90cm. 
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Figure 45. Carcass 15, 2011. Oil on canvas. 122cm x 90cm. 
 
 
Figure 46. Carcass 16, 2011. Oil on canvas. 160cm x 70cm. 
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Figure 47. Carcass 17, 2011. Oil on canvas.122cm x 46cm. 
 
 
 
Figure 48. Carcass 18, 2011. Oil on canvas.160cm x 70cm. 
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ENDNOTES 
                                            
i
 Rembrandt van Rijn (July 15, 1606 – October 4, 1669) is an acknowledged ‘master’ of art, in particular 
etching and oil painting. He was prominent in the 17
th
 century, living and working in Holland. Rembrandt 
exemplifies the trope of a misunderstood artist who endured fluctuating fortunes during his lifetime; only 
for his art work to soar in significant financial and artistic value after his death. Despite Rembrandt 
experiencing a great deal of personal tragedy and financial hardship, his reputation was such that he was 
unfailingly recognized, even in his lifetime, as a genuine artist of imaginative importance.   
 
ii
 Damien Hirst (1965 - ) is a contemporary British artist who rose to prominence in the 1990’s. He is 
known as one of the Young British Artists (YBA’s) who were favoured and collected by the famous British 
art patron, Charles Saatchi.  Hirst first achieved international notoriety for his legendary work of a shark 
encased in a vitrine, immersed in formaldehyde, The Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone 
Living (1991). For the purposes of this study, the discussion of his work will be limited to the installation, A 
Thousand Years (1990). 
 
iii
 “Recursive structure” is a term that is applied in a variety of contexts, including literature, mathematics, 
computing and fine art.  The concept of recursive structure is understood to mean a method of defining 
functions, in which the function being defined is applied within its own definition (Oxford Advanced 
Learner’s Dictionary of current English Seventh Edition 2005, 1219).  Well known examples of the 
application of the recursive concept is the Fibonacci sequence, the Sierpinski triangle and the phrase 
“mise en abyme”.  The Fibonacci sequence is essentially where the sum of a calculation, applied to 
almost any object or process, is the total of the two previous numbers, e.g. 1,1,2,3,5......; the Sierpinski 
triangle consists of triangles drawn within triangles, forming a recurring geometric shape, receding 
infinitely into minutiae; and the term “mise en abyme” refers to “placing into infinity”.  This for example, 
describes the visual experience of standing between two mirrors and observing an infinitely recurring 
reflection. The use of this mirroring strategy can be seen, for example, in Velasquez’s Las Meninas. In 
this study, the use of medium in Rembrandt’s and Damien Hirst’s artwork establishes the “base case” (a 
computer programming term). This term refers to the original object, material, technical support or 
creative process which is extended and developed recursively. In the context of this study, this is 
accomplished through evolving and extending the original meaning, interpretation and application of 
specific mediums in art work; but always referring to, and including direct reference to, the conventions of 
art making mirrored in the “base image”.    
 
iv
 The term “frame story” here refers not only to the material reality of framing, conventionally associated 
with artworks, but to a specific literary device. Another term for this is “mise en abyme”.  A frame story, or 
mise en abyme, refers to a narrative technique formed and shaped through a story told within a story.  
The initial story acts as a frame to guide the reader’s experience of the subsequent story.  In this study 
Rembrandt and Hirst’s artwork, specifically their use of medium, provides a historically conventional 
frame story of art contrasted with a “spectacular” contemporary frame story of art.  Within this narrative 
frame I explicate my own narrative: conveyed in this context through an exhibition of paintings and written 
dissertation. This strategy is a recursive one, where the objects created and written about, here 
specifically oil paintings on a traditional technical support, reflect the process of both traditional and 
contemporary art objects: the ‘frame story’ of medium.  
 
v
“Spectacular” here references Debord’s notion of “Spectacle”; which implies a separation between reality 
and image (1994, 13).  As Hal Foster writes: “In the commodity and spectacle all traces of productive 
labour and material support are erased: they fascinate us because they exclude us, place us in the 
passive position of the dreamer, spectator, consumer” (1985, 82). He continues: “The spectacle 
functions, unlike a typical representation which works via our faith in its realism, via our fascination with 
the hyperreal, with “perfect” images that makes us “whole” at the price of delusion, of submission”.  We 
become locked in its logic because spectacle both affects the loss of the real and provides us with the 
fetishistic images necessary to deny or assuage this loss. Our fascination with spectacle is thus even 
more total than it is with commodity.  If in the commodity form “a definite social relation between men” 
assumes “the phantasmagorical form of a relation between things” (Marx), in spectacle it assumes the 
relation between images. (In spectacle even alienation is turned into an image for the alienated to 
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 consume; indeed, this may stand as a definition of spectacle) (1985, 83). 
 
vi
 Terry Smith asserts that with the historic sale for $30 000, by Sotheby’s New York, of a Jackson Pollock 
work, Autumn Rhythm, immediately after his death, and the entry of a new kind of collector, exemplified 
by Robert Scull, owner of the cities fleet of Yellow Taxis, contemporary art became a premier commodity 
and sought-after investment (2009, 125).  Smith suggests that the popularity and success of Hirst’s works 
can be attributed not only to the phenomenal financial return they represent, but to the speed of execution 
and accessibility of interpretation.  As he explains, “Anyone can tell what is going on in a Damien Hirst” 
(2009, 132). He describes another characteristic which allows for this “instant success”, as the 
coexistence of aesthetic values at their most creatively disinterested and the stripped, value-free drive for 
money towards the conditions of maximum replication; what earns success is instantly replicated and 
offered for sale. Everything: making, consuming, retailing, is fixated on happening now (ibid). What has 
become ‘critical’ is access to the information of who is most valued now, and the ability to make effective 
judgments within this framework. Artists join collectors and dealers in playing this game; for many this 
very game becomes the form, content, effect, in a word, the core meaning, of their art (2009, 147). 
 
vii
 “If post-modernism is, as Jean-François Lyotard famously proclaimed, the name we give to the end of 
all grand narratives, then the name had also run its course” (Kocur & Leung 2009, 2). Rosalind Krauss 
explains that: “Fredric Jameson characterizes post-modernity as the total saturation of cultural space by 
the image, whether at the hands of advertising, communications media, or cyberspace.  This complete 
image permeation of social and daily life means, he says, that aesthetic experience is now everywhere, in 
an expansion of culture that has not only made the notion of an individual work of art wholly problematic, 
but has also emptied out the very concept of aesthetic autonomy.  In this state in which ‘everything is now 
fully translated into the visible and the culturally familiar [including all critiques of this situation], aesthetic 
attention’, he says, ‘finds itself transferred to the life of perception as such.’ This is what he calls a ‘new 
life of post-modern sensation,’ in which ‘the perceptual system of late capitalism’ experiences everything 
from shopping to all forms of leisure as aesthetic; thereby rendering anything that could be called a 
properly aesthetic sphere...obsolete” (2000, 56). Krauss suggests that the way forward is similar to that 
adopted by artists such as James Coleman and William Kentridge, who have embraced the idea of 
differential specificity, which is to say the medium as such, which they understand they will now have to 
reinvent or rearticulate; that is medium as a recursive structure (ibid.). 
 
viii
 Terry Smith offers the term ‘contemporaneity’ as an alternative rubric, now that the limit of post-
modernist explanation has been reached.  ‘Contemporaneity’ is defined according to standard definitions 
as “a contemporaneous condition or state”.  As he explains, the expanded sense of the term 
‘contemporary’ means a state defined, above all, by the play of multiple relationships between being and 
time.  He describes how, with “the passing of modernity, the evaporation of the post-modern and the rise 
of fundamentalisms, with the eruptions of an overstressed planet and the diminution of imaginable 
futures, contemporaneity seems to be all that we have.  It seems, too, that almost every kind of past has 
returned to haunt the present, making it even stranger to itself. Is this a new era, or have we passed the 
cusp of the last period that could plausibly be identified as such?  These considerations lead us to the 
contention that Contemporaneity is the fundamental condition of our times, manifest in the most distinctive 
qualities of contemporary life, from the interaction between humans and the geosphere, through the 
multeity of cultures and the ideoscape of global politics to the interiority of individual being.  Against its 
grain, we must write its history, as it is happening, otherwise it will elude us, even, perhaps, destroy us” 
(2009, 255). 
 
ix
 The spectacularising effects of postmodernism (having a similar meaning to ‘spectacular,’ already 
defined in endnote v) could be considered here to refer to a “philosophical deviation espousing the 
language of fashion, capitalism and image; the commercial motivations manifesting this mediated culture 
which engendered an image-orientated aesthetic focusing upon surface and pastiche” (Gaywood in Kocur 
& Leung 2005, 90). 
 
x
The exact meaning of the word ‘medium’ became more contested in the latter half of the 20th century, 
when artworks created could not be considered ‘fine art’ in the traditional sense (Lutticken 2004, 4). This 
is the period that Rosalind Krauss refers to as the “post-medium” age, where art is no longer confined to 
a specific medium, but embedded in social critique.  Artists create works that challenge positions and 
question how identity is structured; works reflected the multiplicity of possible media and spaces in which 
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to exhibit.   
  
xi
Art conventions are here considered finite processes, an axiomatic system, in that they are clearly 
articulated, theorised and understood as representing ‘traditional art conventions’ in Western European 
art praxis.  
 
xii
 The continuing debate about what art is, or can be, and about what constitutes ‘medium,’ cont inues 
unabated in contemporary times. The main theorist referenced in this study is Rosalind Krauss, whose 
changing definition of what constitutes an artwork forms the locus of this study. The debate about the 
survival or role of painting references Bataille, Yve-Alain Bois, Alex Potts, Griselda Pollock, Julian Bell, 
Donald Kuspit, Mieke Bal, Peter Fuller, Terry Smith, Arthur C. Danto, Richard Wolheim amongst other 
theorists, critics and artists. The motivation or support for the position taken by this study is also reflected 
in the description by Charles Harrison and Paul Wood in The State of Painting: “By contrast, those artists 
on both sides of the Atlantic whose work remains possible to comprehend as continuing both the tradition 
of the avant-garde and the tradition of painting, i.e. those who neither abandoned painting for ‘new media’ 
nor retreated to artistic conservatism, were  motivated by an interest in painting as surface, paint as 
material, the work of art as a thing exhibited in a place, produced by someone whose work it was to 
produce such things” (Wood et al. 1993, 227).   
 
xiii
 How one determines the distinction between art and non-art is a question that has intrigued artists, 
philosophers and theorists since Plato’s era.  This study references the normative theory of art whereas 
Gordon Graham explains, a distinction between art and non-art does not signal a discovery, but a 
recommendation (2000, 199).  This is the recommendation that in order to be considered a work of art 
certain evaluative or normative values apply. As Graham suggests, this approach can be explained in 
Derridian language: “It is a mistake to think that we can discover in the nature of things as it were, 
interpretative rules by which to ‘play.’  But this doesn’t mean that we cannot devise rules of ‘play’ and 
proceed to recommend them for the purposes of discussing art” (ibid). It is acknowledged that an 
important understanding must be that these rules are contingent; but the proposed rule in this context, is 
formed by Krauss’ suggestion that what constitutes a successful work of art in contemporary practice is 
the use of medium as a recursive structure. This approach acknowledges that this is an evaluative norm, 
one that appears to apply explicit values determining what can be considered art as distinguished from 
non-art.  However, this is a “determination” rather than a definition. Steven Bungay clarifies this term, 
attributed to the work of the philosopher Hegel:  “A determination is not a definition because a definition 
excludes possible examples by delimiting the object as the outset.  A determination is a [dialectical] 
theory, a framework of universal explanation, which then must demonstrate its own explanatory power 
through its differences, and its instantiation” (in Graham 2000, 201) .  
 
xiv
For the purposes of this study I will concentrate on the Louvre version of The Flayed Ox.  There is 
another earlier version of the same subject matter in the Glasgow art museum, completed in the late 
1630’s.  The major difference between the two is that the Glasgow painting is considered to be painted in 
“medium mode” (Bal in Bryson et al 1994: 371). This refers to the smoother surface of this version, which 
remained primarily representational.  The Louvre version of the same subject matter, a flayed ox, is the 
focus of this study.   This painting is appreciated for the daring, rough application of oil paint; generally 
considered a stylistic feature of late paintings by Rembrandt (1994: 373). 
 
xv
This particular kind of visual description, thought to have originated in ancient Greece, is one the oldest 
types of writing about art in the West.  The goal of this literary form is to make the reader envision the 
thing described as if it were physically present.  In many cases, however, the subject never actually 
existed, making the ekphrastic description a demonstration of both the creative imagination and the skill of 
the writer.  For most readers of famous Greek and Latin texts, it did not matter whether the subject was 
actual or imagined.  The texts were studied to form habits of thinking and writing, not only as art historical 
evidence (Munsterberg 2009). 
 
xvi
 Diachronic: a dynamic system that changes over time (McArthur 1998); relating to the way something, 
especially a language, has developed over time (Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary of current 
English, 7th ed.). It is often contrasted with synchronic: “Relating to a language as it is at a particular point 
in time (ibid). 
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xvii
 Oil painting is understood to historically represent a tradition that validates and supports various 
cultural and political ideologies. For example, the notion that the Western tradition of mimetic oil painting, 
evolving out of the classical Greek and Roman cultures, is promoted as the ‘ideal’ of what should be 
viewed as fine art, in contrast to the art produced by ‘other’ cultures, thus promoting the values of a 
classic white western European ideology, and all that is associated with it. 
 
xviii
 The notion that medium and content can be experienced as separate and distinct when interpreting or 
analysing a work of art is contested by Danto who suggests that even though the transparency theory 
takes the position that the medium needs to be ‘invisible, there is always going to be a “residuum of 
matter that cannot be vaporised into pure content” (1981, 159). Danto makes an analogy between 
medium and the materialistic reduction of the human body to the state of the nervous system.  “..if the self 
has any analogy to the medium, the relationship between it and the nervous system is not a simple matter 
of identity.  For as there are predicates true of the medium which are not true of the canvas, so are their 
predicates true of the nervous system only insofar as it has the characteristics the self is supposed to 
have had.  Perhaps, again, it consists in the way the world is given to the one whose nervous system it is.  
Briefly, what would be missing from a description of the self is the descriptions of neurophysiology 
unaugmented with the language of moral psychology would be all those features of character and 
personality which makes us so interesting to one another as individuals, which arouse in us those feelings 
of love and hatred, fascination and revulsion, and which escape classification in terms of the regimented 
distinctions that have defined mind-body problem in the philosophical tradition.  It is possible to suppose 
that what is important to us in art, in view of these parallel structures, is of a piece with what is important 
to us in one another – as if the work of art were the externalisation of the artist who made it, as if to 
appreciate the work is to see the world through the artist’s sensibility and not just to see the world (1981, 
160)”. 
 
xix
 Axiomatic, meaning self-evidently true or universally accepted as being true. Synonyms include self-
evident, goes without saying, obvious, manifest and clear. 
 
xx
While the term ‘medium’ was historically very specific, as chapter one suggests, there are considerable 
variations on what this term can mean in contemporary art literature. For example, in addition to the 
various theorists referenced, the concept, ‘medium’ is compared to métier by Thierry de Duve in “When 
Form Has Become Attitude And Beyond,” based on a paper presented at a conference in 1993.  Here, he 
defines métier as a specific historical tradition promoted by the ‘Academy’.  This refers to the pedagogy 
promoted by the traditional art academy, where there was the conventional division of the arts into the fine 
art categories; including painting.  Métier promotes specialised skills, artisan habits, rules of composition 
and canons of beauty.  An artist as a métier painter would belong to a guild, and would define painting 
simply as what a painter does.  This contrasts with his definition of ‘medium’ as a concept with a trans-
historical existence.  De Duve explains that artists working in medium question painting and what it has to 
say about life, and hasn’t said yet.  This medium artist’s definition of painting would be what no painter 
has done yet. Métier gets practiced, transmitted, learnt, acknowledges a tradition, promotes experience 
and values inspiration from the past.  ‘Medium’ gets questioned, it communicates or gets communicated, 
discovered, it is thought of as language, it promotes experimentation, it receives inspiration from nowhere, 
purporting to actualise transcendental, a prior conditions of possibility; work leads to the revelation of the 
medium’s essence (Kocur & Leung 2005, 23-24). While appreciating the significance of this definition, for 
the purposes of this study a comparison will be made between ‘medium’, and ‘media’ as determined in the 
text of chapter one, leaving it to the reader to carry on a synopsis, i.e. to connect the given information to 
form a coherent picture.   
 
xxi
Critical theory, or new art history, is the collective name given to the radicalising impact of a range of 
critical theories, from structuralism to anthropology, psychoanalysis, feminism, Marxism and postcolonial 
critiques, evident across art history from the early 1970s (Rees & Borzello 1986, 1-10). Among the shifts 
in approach was a greater awareness of the materiality of art and visual culture as a commodity and 
object, within broader social, economic and psychoanalytic frameworks (Pooke & Newall 2008, 29). 
 
xxii
 This is not necessarily a contemporary idea as Danto explains how aestheticians proposed the concept 
of psychic distance (Danto 1981, 21), which a “transformation of attitude puts between us and the object 
of our attentions (1981, 22)”, which contrasts with a practical attitude. “The basis for the distinction is to be 
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found in Kant’s Critique of Judgement, where it sounds, and perhaps is meant to sound, as if there are 
two distinct attitudes that can be taken towards any object whatsoever, so that the difference in the end 
between art and reality is less a difference in kinds of things than in kinds of attitudes, and hence not a 
matter of what we relate to but how we relate to it (ibid).”  Danto immediately proceeds to contest this 
theory as able to sustainably distinguish between an art and a non-art object, citing a moral perspective, 
i.e. that there has to be instances or objects to which it would not be ethical to attach purely an aesthetic 
significance irrespective of form or content. The examples he cites are seeing a riot where policemen are 
clubbing protestors as a kind of ballet, or bombs dropping as mystical chrysanthemums from the plane 
they have been dropped from (1981, 22).  
 
xxiii
“Ground” here refers to McLuhan’s explanation that ground comprises everything we don’t notice, or 
take for granted, as structuring our environment or ‘context’ until it is influenced, either positively or 
negatively, by medium. All of these dynamic processes ranging from cultural or religious issues and 
historical precedents, through interplay with existing conditions, to the secondary or tertiary effects in a 
cascade of interactions that are entirely non-obvious, comprise our ground or context. Ground is what we 
considered to be natural and normal, to comprise a perpetual form in our lives, until it is subjected to 
change because of the influence of a new ‘medium.’  This is when it reveals its transitory structure and 
shifting meaning: it is this change in the ‘meaning’ we make of our existence and imagining because of 
the influence of a new medium that McLuhan refers to as “the message”.   
 
xxiv
 Marcel Broodthaers’ legendary installation Der Adler vom Oligozanbisheute (the Section des figures 
of his Musee d’art Moderne, 1972) focused on the eagle as a mythical sign. The form in which this 
investigation took place was that of the installation, which in this case mimicked a conventional themed 
show of artifacts from different eras. Even the title clearly signals that the eagle is examined as a myth 
by claiming to present eagles from a pre-historical epoch to the present, a claim which was not in itself 
incorrect, but which like all claims of that kind, functions to naturalise present society by placing it at the 
apex of the history of civilization. Broodthaers wanted to “tear some feathers from the mythical eagle”, 
which comes with the suggestion of “divine spirit, spirit of conquest, imperialism,” even though the actual 
animal is, according to Konrad Lorenz, rather dumb and cowardly.  Broodthaers states that this mythic 
power of the eagle, which one might have presumed to have waned in the modern age, comes to the 
fore again in the media, in advertising: “The language of publicity aims at the subconscious of the 
viewer-consumer, and thus the magical eagle regains its full power.” By combining eagles from different 
eras and in different media (sculptures, paintings, printed matter, product wrappings), he intended to 
“sabotage the use value of the eagle as a symbol, and reduce it to its zero degree in order to introduce a 
critical dimension into the history and use of this symbol.”  Broodthaers of the Musee d’art Moderne is 
not interested in self-differing mediums but in developing a critical media mythology, focusing on the 
eagle as an emblem that shows up in various eras and different media. He does this in a context that 
specializes in importing various media; the art context of the white cube (Lutticken 2004, 3). 
 
xxv
 This approach reflects what Richard Wollheim calls the “intentional theory of art”: “This is so [that 
painting is an intentional act] because particular ways in which it is practised must equate with particular 
descriptions under which it is intentional.  This means that ways of painting pair with kinds of intention” 
(1987, 18). In defining ‘intention’, he explains that it “best picks out just those desires, thoughts, beliefs, 
experiences, emotions, commitments, which cause the artist to paint as he does” (1987, 19). 
 
xxvi
 This methodology echo’s Richard Buck’s conviction regarding Rembrandt’s painting that: “each 
painting may have been a technical creation as well as a pictorial one” (in Van de Wetering 2009, 17). 
 
xxvii
 For a long time it was thought that the oak panels on which 17
th
 century painters used to work were 
made from trees grown in the Netherlands.  Since 1987 dendrochronological research has shown that the 
oak used in Holland was mostly imported from the Baltic area (Van de Wetering 2009, 16).  Rembrandt 
also painted on panels of poplar, mahogany and other types of tropical wood. These panels were 
produced by experts from the joiners’ and cabinetmakers’ guild, from whom the artist would purchase the 
required panel, or have one made up to their specific specifications (2009, 14-16).  Only in 1631 did 
Rembrandt start to paint on canvas (2009, 17). 
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xxviii
 Conservator Richard Buck comments in 1968: “Rembrandt seems indeed to have been a 
nonconformist quite free from the more rigid technical disciplines followed by the other great masters.” (in 
Van de Wetering 2009, 6). 
 
xxix
 This study’s focus on matters of technique and medium is not without a theoretical precedent.  The 
idea that there is a link between style and technique is supported as long ago as the early 19
th
 century, by 
the writing of Gottfried Semper (1803-1879) and Viollet-le-Duc (1814-1879), who purported a fundamental 
interrelationship between style and technique. One of the claims by Van de Wetering (who in 1969 was 
appointed to the staff of the Central Research Laboratory for Objects of the Art and Science in 
Amsterdam for whom he spent decades researching Rembrandt’s praxis, and is now Professor Emeritus 
of Art History at the University of Amsterdam) concerning Rembrandt’s painting is how the use of multiple 
palettes, with colours prepared on each palette only focused on a particular motif or section of a painting; 
would contribute significantly to the understanding of the luminosity and clarity of the colour Rembrandt 
achieved in his paintings. This is a clear example of how an understanding of the technology, technique 
and methods of a particular time, context or artist can influence an understanding of form and style (Van 
de Wetering 2009, 139-141). 
 
xxx
In 1968 the Rembrandt Research Project was started under the sponsorship of the Netherlands 
Organization for the Advancement of Scientific Research.  This project is engaged in an ongoing effort to 
thoroughly document Rembrandt’s oeuvre and to distinguish works by the master’s hand from that of 
students, copyists and fakes.  This investigation has resulted in the publication of three volumes (1982, 
1986 and 1989), with others still in progress (Weil & Belchetz-Swenson 2007). The whole area of 
scholarship dedicated to this task of assigning authenticity to a ‘Rembrandt’ raises associated questions 
of how it is possible, or if it is possible, to establish the value of an artwork; and what constitutes an 
‘original’ work of art? The Rembrandt Research Project has also produced unexpected results.  Instead of 
isolating Rembrandt’s manner, the team has called attention to its diffusion or spread.  From this new 
knowledge of his studio entourage (students, assistants and imitators), it can be suggested that for most 
of his life Rembrandt was not a lone genius, but the progenitor of a certain (and, for a while, fashionable) 
pictorial style (Alpers 1988, 59). 
xxxi
Impasto paint, as defined by the Oxford Dictionary of New Art, is thickly applied opaque paint retaining 
the marks of the brush or other instrument of application.  Impasto is a feature of oil painting and certain 
types of acrylic, but it is not possible with watercolors or tempera. 
xxxii
In painting, charged with paint or color (http://www.wordnik.com/words/pastose). Paint mixed to a stiff 
texture (in Rembrandt’s case, by adding chalk), so that it can be used to create impasto paint.  
xxxiii
 Joachim Sandart describes how: “He [Rembrandt] did not shun to oppose our rules of art like anatomy 
and the rules of proportion, like perspective and the use of Rafael’s drawing and to oppose a systematic 
training [of young artists] and the Academies which are so important for our profession and to contradict 
these, arguing that one should hold only to Nature and to no other rules” (in Van de Wetering 2009, 269). 
 
xxxiv
 Rembrandt began painting with a relatively ‘fine’ technique but ended up painting in a “rough manner”, 
as it was called in the 17
th
 century, later on in his career.  This change in style has been the subject of 
much speculation.  For many years it was considered a reflection of his personal biography, however, Van 
de Wetering suggests that it could be based on the current ideas on “the smooth and rough” manners 
which were part of the 17
th
 century workshop culture (Van de Wetering 2009, 160). The rough manner 
was thought to reflect a level of artistic dexterity that could be achieved in a particular manner with a 
rough peinture, showing that the most important criterion was illusionism.  This manner reflects the 
concept, spezzatura, translated as “looseness” (“lossigheydt”); referring to, in the case of the courtier and 
gentleman, an effortless nonchalance of pose and behaviour (Van de Wetering 2009, 162). However, the 
technique Vasari called “pittura di macchia” or painting with splotches, reflecting a fundamental change to 
the history of painting achieved by Titian’s loose and thickly layered late painting style was, according to 
Van de Wetering, a far more direct influence on Rembrandt’s painting (ibid). 
 
xxxv
Burnt plate oil is raw linseed (or walnut) oil that has been heated until it ignites spontaneously 
(approximately 400
o
C), reduced to one-half or more of its original volume until it becomes very thick and 
viscous, and can be pulled out in strings of twelve inches or more. It is also used to reduce the viscosity of 
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etching ink.  Another name for this is dark litho oil: “Alkali refinement removes all the fatty acids by treating 
the oil with a caustic chemical called Sodium Hydroxide. After it removes the fatty acids, the chemical is 
washed out. This lightens the colour and removes the impurities from the oil. The oil is boiled under a 
nitrogen blanket to keep oxygen out. The longer it boils the darker and thicker it gets.” (Velasques 
n.d.,12).  
 
xxxvi
 Karen Groen was for many years a research scientist at the Central Laboratory of Objects of Art and 
Science (Van de Wetering 2009, x). 
 
xxxvii
 Hermann Kȕhn established four main groups of grounds through extensive analysis of Rembrandt’s 
paintings: chalk, lead white, ochre and quartz (Van de Wetering 2009, 17). 
 
xxxviii
 Van de Wetering concurs, writing that without exception, examination of paint samples from 
Rembrandt’s paintings on panel has shown that the chalk-and-glue layer is covered with a thin light brown 
coat of oil-paint (2009, 21). 
 
xxxix
 Research into the painter’s terminology, by Van de Wetering and other scholars, has revealed that for 
the 17
th
 century painter there were three main stages in the  production of a painting: ‘inventing’, the 
‘dead-colouring’ and the ‘working-up’, followed (according to de Lairesse) by ‘retouching’ (Van de 
Wetering 2009, 27). In the first two stages of the painting process, the ‘inventing’ and the ‘dead-colouring’ 
the main concern was with composition, shape and the relationship between light and dark, taken as a 
whole.  During the ‘working-up’ the main concern was to give everything its correct colouring, to render 
materials appropriately, and to fix the final contours of the forms (2009, 33). 
  
xl
 Van de Wetering agrees that the idea that Rembrandt used glazes can be ruled out. That they in no way 
constituted the essence of Rembrandt’s technique for differentiating colour as Max Doerner had 
suggested in his influential book published in English for the first time in 1934, titled “The Materials of the 
Artist and their Use in Painting, with Notes on the Techniques of the Older Masters”. 
 
xli
 Eastlake describes Rembrandt as a painter who consciously varied the type and quantity of his binding 
medium and also added substances selectively to speed up the drying of the paint in order to obtain 
certain effects (Van de Wetering 2009, 228). 
 
xlii
This is what Wolheim refers to as “thematization”: that when a painting is practiced as an art with 
intention, the artist thematizes. This occurs as an unfolding experience which he described in the history 
of the development of Ur-painting. Ur-painting developed when an agent (not yet an artist) made marks 
on a support, which was the total description of that activity.  But through a process of discovery, of 
becoming aware of the possible relationships between marks made intentionally on a support, the artist 
thematizes, or abstracts what was before considered an unintentional activity.  The thoughts of the 
relationships between marks begin to guide the agent’s actions (1987, 20). So, for example the artist 
thematizes the mark, the surface and the edge.  From there an awareness of contrast, orientation, the 
emergence of motif developed. The agent marks the surface, forms motifs so as to produce such an 
experience that when the surface is looked at, something will be seen in front of something else, this 
Wollheim called “seeing-in”. This is the special perceptual experience the agent has, when they suddenly 
notice that as they look at marks that have fallen on the surface, at the same time, they become aware 
that there is something else shaped by these marks. This can be compared to the experience of looking 
at clouds, or flames in a fire and suddenly the viewer or spectator becomes aware of a motif, or 
meaningful form. When practiced or performed with intention, thematization becomes an end, it ushers in 
representation.  Thematization belongs to an instrumental, or means-end way of fusing materials of 
painting, and it is this imposition of an end upon the materials that converts them into a medium (Wolheim 
1987, 21). 
 
xliii
The Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (2005) defines Synesthesia, from the ancient Greek (syn), 
"together," and (aisthēsis), "sensation," as a neurologically based condition in which stimulation of one 
sensory or cognitive pathway leads to automatic, involuntary experiences in a second sensory or 
cognitive pathway. The fact of experiencing some things in a way different from most other people for 
example experiencing colours as sounds or shapes or tastes, or feeling something in one part of the body 
when a different part is stimulated. 
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xliv
Jean Genet is a maverick and intellectual who achieved fame as a playwright, writer, philosopher, 
criminal, raconteur and adventurer.  He is celebrated as a visionary thinker. Jean Genet’s complex notion 
of political commitment was fundamentally influenced by a specific biographical event: namely, his 
traumatic encounter with an abject travelling companion in a third-class railway carriage in the early 
1950s. This painful experience, defined as ”la blessure” or wound, gets to the core of Genet’s politics, for 
it determines his ethical understanding of commitment, which is grounded in alterity, respecting the 
difference of the Other. The relation of the concept of the ‘wound’, to the humanist politics of the plays for 
which he became famous, becomes apparent by looking at one of Genet’s early studies in art criticism “Le 
Secret de Rembrandt” (1958). In this essay, Genet claims that Rembrandt’s capacity for recognizing “the 
dignity of all being and any object, even of the humblest” is intimately connected to his awareness of 
being wounded: “Rembrandt knows that he is injured”. According to Genet, Rembrandt’s wound was 
provoked by the death of his wife, Saskia, an event from which he never fully recovered, and which 
marked a radical change in his painting from self-absorbed narcissism to empathy with the poor and 
down-trodden. The Rembrandt essay suggests that the wound is not just existential, a form of ontological 
dispossession inciting perpetual mourning; rather the wound is ethics, the catalyst that punctures 
narcissism and propels us to the other. Although Genet never mentions this directly in the Rembrandt 
text, the wound has explicit political consequences: it discloses equality and fraternity, the foundations of 
radical democracy (Larvey 2003). 
xlv
 Marcel Duchamp (28 July 1887 – 2 October 1968) stated in a lecture at the Museum of Modern Art, 
New York on October 19, 1961: “At another time wanting to expose the basic antinomy between art and 
ready-mades I imagined a ‘reciprocal readymade:’ use a Rembrandt as an ironing board!” 
 
xlvi
 While the use of a specific medium, oil paint, is the focus of this study, it is also suggested that the 
outcome of this manipulation of medium by Rembrandt defies theoretical or scientific containment. As Van 
de Wetering describes, despite years of “scientific” analysis and data deconstruction, it is gratifying to be 
able to “joyfully admit that in the end Rembrandt could not be fully ‘domesticated’” (2009, 272-273). 
 
xlvii
 The Oxford Dictionary of Art (1997) defines ‘ready-made’ as a name given by Marcel Duchamp to a 
type of work he invented, consisting of a mass-produced article selected at random and displayed as a 
work of art. His most famous ready-made is the Fountain (a urinal signed R. Mutt, 1917). However, 
Duchamp himself distinguished the ready-made from the objet touvé (found object), pointing out that 
whereas the objet touvé is discovered and chosen because of its interesting aesthetic qualities, its beauty 
and uniqueness, the ready-made is one, any one of a large number of indistinguishable mass-produced 
objects.  Therefore the objet touvé implies the exercise of taste in its selection, but the ready-made does 
not. What becomes important in the selection of a ready-made, is that the artist takes an ordinary article 
of life, places it so that its useful significance disappears under a new title and point of view; that the artist 
creates a new thought for that object. 
 
xlviii
 Corporeality has three broad sources in painting, according to Richard Wolheim.  The first is how the 
picture represents what it does, and specifically how it does this in such a way as to stir thoughts, 
emotions, fantasies about the body.  Partly corporeality is a matter of how such responses are then 
transferred to the picture itself.  And partly it is matter of how by other means, or independently of its 
central representational content, the picture manages to attract to itself feeling directed onto the body: 
Wolheim calls this directly inducing corporeality (1987, 310). 
 
xlix
Formless or informe: The term originated as the title of an article in Bataille’s Documents’ “dictionary”.  
In the informe article Bataille attributes the same meaning to the term, as to the function of the 
“dictionary”, i.e.  Not to give meaning but the jobs of words.  He thus refuses to define informe: “It is not 
only an adjective having a give meaning, but a term that serves to brings things down [déclasser] in the 
world.”  As Bois explains: “It is not so much a stable motif to which we can refer, a symbolizable theme, a 
given quality, as it is a term allowing one to operate declassification, in the double sense of lowering and 
of taxonomic disorder.  Nothing in and of itself, the formless has only an operation, an existence: it is a 
performative, like obscene words, the violence of which derives less from semantics than from the very 
act of their delivery.  Formless is an operation” (1997, 18). James Elkins, in his discussion of this 
“operation”, explains that the informe is a surrealist concept that Rosalind Krauss employs as the name 
for whatever works against the meanings generated by various differences for e.g. figure/ground, figure, 
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not-ground, and so on.  It works to “produce the absence of difference” (1998, 152).  It is a “disturbance in 
the modality of ‘alternation, of ambivalence,” so that there can no longer be a stable distinction between 
figure and ground, or any pair of “alternating” opposites.  Nothing is secure, and forms and figures 
vacillate or shimmer rather than oscillate in a regular motion. According to Elkins the informe is a principle 
that works against the concepts of antinomy, binarisim, opposition, structure, and ultimately the figure 
itself (1998, 166).  The informe itself does not take the shape of a schema at all; it is the force that works 
against any stable geometry (1998, 106). As Krauss explains the word Informe is a “déclassement in all 
senses of the term: in the separations between space and time (pulse); in the systems of spatial mapping 
(horizontalization, the production of the lower-than-low); in the qualifications of matter (base materialism); 
in the structural order of systems (entropy)” (in Kocur & Leung 2005, 406). 
 
l
In the 1960s, the word installation was employed by magazines such as Artforum, Arts Magazine and 
Studio International to describe the way in which an exhibition was arranged, and the photographic 
documentation of this arrangement was called an installation shot. The neutrality of the term was an 
important part of its appeal, particularly for artists associated with Minimalism who rejected the messy 
expressionistic ‘environments’ of their immediate precursors (such as Allan Kaprow and Claes 
Oldenburg). Since then, the distinction between installation art and an installation of works of art has 
become blurred. Both point to a desire to heighten the viewer’s awareness of how objects are positioned 
(installed) in a space, and of our response to that arrangement (Bishop 2005). 
 
li
 This would appear to be supported by R.G. Collingwood’s influential theory that a work of art does not 
merely reflect, but is identical with, something fully formed in the artist’s head or mind. This must mean 
that, in the case of the visual arts, the work of art is an inner image. However an inconsistency with 
Collingwood’s overall position (as Wolheim explains) is that he thinks of a work of art as inseparable from 
the activity that brings it about, and in the case of the visual arts, he concedes that this activity is an 
external activity, and involves engagement with the medium (Wolheim 1987, 358). 
lii
 
Life cycle of a blow fly 
Cleveland Museum of Natural History 
Adult female blow flies arrive within minutes to lay eggs on a cadaver. Each deposits about 250 eggs in 
the natural openings of the body and open wounds. The eggs hatch into first-stage maggots within 24 
hours. These feed and then moult into second-stage maggots, which feed for several hours, and then 
moult into third-stage maggots. Masses of third-stage maggots may produce heat, which can raise the 
temperature around them more than 10° C. After more feeding, the third-stage maggots move away from 
the body and metamorphose into adult flies. 
 Available: http://www.nlm.nih.gov/visibleproofs/galleries/technologies/blowfly.html[8 October 2011] 
 
liii
In the original installation there was a real cow’s head, but it was later replaced.  As Rob Bartam 
explains, “Hirst kept it going by smearing it with dog food and tomato ketchup to keep the installation 
experience alive. In the original installation there was a real cow’s head, but it was later replaced by a 
rubber model covered in blood” (Bartram 2005, 10). The life cycle of the flies continued unabated, 
although now the flies fed on sugar (contained in bowls in each glass section of the vitrine), tomato sauce 
and dog food.  The question this immediately raises is if this change altered the meaning of the work, its 
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significance.  Does it become a new work as a result? The idea that the work of art should not be altered 
or destroyed derives from a belief that it should remain true to the original and unique vision of the artist 
(Buskirk 2005, 49).  
 
liv
 The American art theorist, Hal Foster, describes installation as a transition from “medium specific” art, to 
“debate specific”, a form of art that is not defined in terms of any traditional medium but in terms of the 
message it conveys by whatever means (De Oliveria et al. 2003, 14). 
lv
Installation as contemporary ritual here refers to the way in which objects and acts acquired symbolic 
and visual significance through a shared belief system (Freeland 2001, 3).  Ritual is considered one of the 
universals of human behaviour. In relation to this work by Damien Hirst the shared belief system 
necessary for ritual is represented by the contemporary art world and the institutional theory as articulated 
by George Dickie.  Dickie defines a work of art in the descriptive sense as “(1) an artifact (2) upon which 
some society or some sub-group of a society has conferred the status of candidate for appreciation” 
(Dickie 1969, 254). What this seems to suggest is a reference to an “institutionally enfranchised group of 
persons who serve, so to speak, as trustees for the generalised “musée imaginaire”, the occupants of 
which are the artworks of the world (Danto 1981, 90).” Because of this shared belief system, in how an 
object becomes a work of art, installation art becomes a theoretical and practical possibility, a 
contemporary medium in the 21
st
 century.  Damien Hirst’s work, A Thousand Years, would not have been 
possible in another time; it is specific to 20
th
 century art praxis. Marcus and Flannery (2004) suggest that 
a framework for understanding the operation of religion, drawn from the work of Rappaport, is his scheme 
that religion has three components: ultimate sacred propositions, ritual, and religious experience. Ultimate 
sacred propositions are the highest-level beliefs held by the faithful in a society. Such propositions 
provide the rationale for rituals, religious acts to be performed in specific ways. If performed correctly, 
rituals induce religious experience, an emotional response so awe-inspiring that it reinforces belief in the 
validity of the sacred propositions. Archaeologists cannot share the religious experience of ancient 
peoples or deduce all their ultimate sacred propositions. Ritual, however, is potentially detectable. 
Because rituals must be performed (in set ways, and often repetitively), they leave traces for pre-
historians to find, which is especially true when ritual features or buildings are involved (ibid). 
lvi
Wolheim provides a description of the difference between signature and style.  A signature refers to 
features of a particular artist’s work which are singled out because, like the artist’s signature itself, they 
are found to be the surest guide to establishing the authorship of the individual pictures.  Style derives 
from an underlying competence deep in the artist’s psychology.  Signature will often be compiled out of 
superficial mannerisms which repeat themselves across a wide range of works; rather in the way a 
graphologist may recognize a piece of writing (Wolheim 1987, 36). An artist has a style because they 
have formed it; style reaches deeper into the body. Style modifies, and it imposes discriminations upon 
the eye of the artist and the viewer (1987, 27). Style is at the core of painting practiced as an art (1987, 
25). 
 
lvii
 This term is used to describe the range of new tele-technologies that enable us to instantaneously and 
simultaneously transmit sound and vision to any number of locations (De Oliveria et al. 2003, 21). 
 
lviii
 Danto discusses how the importance, and influence, of the historical context of an artwork’s production 
is endorsed by Borges.  Borges suggests that it is not just that the facts that artworks are created at 
different times, by different authors of different nationalities and artistic intentions are external, he 
suggests that they serve to characterise these works, “and of course to individuate them (Danto 1981, 
35).”  That is to say that the works are in part constituted by their location in the history of the particular 
genre of which they form part, as well as their relationships to their authors.  Danto suggests that Borges 
contribution to the ontology of art is “stupendous: you cannot isolate these factors from the work since 
they penetrate, so to speak, the essence of the work (1981, 36).”  
 
lix
Habitus (literal translation: a frequent visitor) refers to the artist or subject/object of discussions locale i.e. 
the social, cultural, historical, religious influences, amongst others, that could shape, inform, influence or 
constrain their art. Bourdieu’s challenge is for a new approach to analysis:  “In other words, to read a word 
adequately, in the singularity of its textuality, one has to read it consciously or unconsciously in its 
intertextuality, that is, across the system of variants by which it is situated within the space of 
contemporary works; but this diacritical reading is inseparable from a structural apprehension of the 
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relevant author who is defined, in his dispositions and the aesthetic positions he adopts, by the objective 
relations which define and determine his position in the space of production and which determine or guide 
the relations of competition that he entertains with other authors and the set of strategies, formal 
strategies especially, which make of him a “real” artist or a “real” writer – in opposition to the “naive” artist 
or writer, such as “le douanier” Rousseau or Brisset, who do not know, properly speaking, what they are 
doing.  This doesn’t mean that non-naive artists, whose paradigm, in my eyes, is Duchamp, are totally 
aware of everything that they are doing, which would amount to making of them cynics or imposters.  It is 
necessary and sufficient for them to be “with it”, for them to be up to date with what had happened and is 
happening in the field, for them to have a “historical feel” for the field, for its past and also for its future, for 
its future developments, for all that still remains to be done.  All of this is a form of the feel for the game, 
taken up by the game to the point of being able to anticipate its future.  But this doesn’t at all imply a 
theory of the game as a game (which would be enough to transform the illusion as an investment in the 
game or interest in the game, into an illusion pure and simple) nor even a theory of the game, of the laws 
according to which it functions and the rational strategies that are necessary to win in it.  Non-naivety 
does not exclude a form of innocence....In short, the essential diacritical nature of the production which 
occurs within a field means that one can and must read the whole field, both the field in which people 
adopt certain positions in order to make a stand and the field of positions as such, in every work produced 
in these conditions” (in Kocur & Leung 2005, 17). This is the ability that both Rembrandt and Hirst share; 
the ability to read, and understand the field of art contemporary to their time. To challenge, confront and 
redefine what it is to make art, to be an exigent artist albeit while achieving critical and financial success; 
to be unconventional within conventional grasp. 
 
lx
  Gordon Burns in conversation with Damien Hirst: “By the time the fly piece reached the Saatchi Gallery 
you were having to use a prosthetic cow’s head because of the health regulations:  I remember the 
whispers going around at the time:  ‘It’s not a real head, you know.  It’s from the special-effects 
department, Etc. …. Hirst replies: “I’ve said it before:  I’m into theatre.  I’m a theatrical artist” (Burn & Hirst 
2002, 180). He further explains: “On the whole truth to materials thing, it does not matter, I am into 
theatre.  But art’s not real life.  I’m into theatre; I’m totally not into ’truth to materials’.  As long as you can 
convince people.  As long as they are 100 per cent convinced” (2002, 116). But what Hirst does not make 
clear, is what he wants people to be convinced of?  Is it that the cows head is real or that they are real?  
His intention is opaque, and raises pertinent questions: what experience does he want the spectator to 
have when viewing his work? How is art only theatre? What is theatre?   
 
lxi
 This concentration on the medium of paint can be described as the practice of, what Danto describes as 
an “olefactory artist”, which I suggest Rembrandt epitomises, a disparaging term attributed to Duchamp 
(1981, 132). Duchamp described olefactory artists as those “who were in love with the smell of paint” 
(ibid). This term could also apply to Hirst’s work, as the smell of the cow’s rotting head forms an important 
part of the original installation, “A Thousand Years”. However when this real animal head was later 
replaced by less offence (tomato sauce and dog food) and artificial matter (a manmade cow’s head), the 
olefactory impact must have changed significantly.  But the medium paint is the focus of this study which, 
as Danto suggests; “From the beginning of art, was always transformed into something as though it were 
a magical substance that was anything the skilled painter wanted it to be. And viewers always 
disregarded it, looking past and through it to whatever the art may have made of it.  The olefactory artist 
wants to render it opaque, giving it forms to recalcitrant eccentric to be identified and interpreted. With 
these works, too miss the paint, to seek to see through it, is to miss the work entirely which is the paint 
itself.”  However, this is not just a involvement with the medium for its own sake, but Danto suggests that 
the olefactory artist has returned to the physicality of paint through an atmosphere compounded of artistic 
theories and the history of art (which he knows) and he is in an artistic way rejecting a whole class of 
statements, a whole class of attitudes which are attitudes toward art objects (Danto 1981, 133). The 
olefactory artist approaches paint not just as paint, but as a substance, as a specific medium which “has 
an artistic identification by means of this “is”- remaining within the idiom of art.”  This artist is saying, in 
effect, that a whole other class of identifications is wrong, relative to a theory of what art is. Art is the kind 
of thing that depends for its existence upon theories; without theories of art, black paint is just black paint 
and nothing more. What this indicates is that there is an internal connection between the status of an 
artwork and the language with which artworks are identified as such, inasmuch, Danto suggests, as 
nothing is an artwork without an interpretation that constitutes it as such (1981, 135).  
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lxii
 What is a painting? As Julian Bell writes: “Wherever we find them, we expect to find some marks on a 
surface, marks that together claim our attention.  Calling the flat thing formed by the marks and the 
surface ‘a painting’, we think of it as a particular type of human product. And there is painting.  This is the 
concept that unites these objects, one that makes us think of them as demonstrations of a certain ‘art’, 
rather than as surfaces that merely happen to have painting on them.  Painting is a manner of production 
that distinguishes these flat things from other sorts of marked surface – from writings, photographs and so 
on. If the objects are products, then painting – the concept that ties a set of visual experiences together – 
is a practice” (1999, 24-25). 
 
lxiii
Ilya and Emilia Kabakov are Russian-born, American-based artists that collaborate on environments 
which fuse elements of the everyday with those of the conceptual. While their work is deeply rooted in the 
Soviet social and cultural context in which the Kabakovs came of age, their work still attains a universal 
significance (downloaded from their official website: Available: http://www.ilya-emilia-
kabakov.com/index.php/about/biographical-sketc [4 December 2010]. 
 
lxiv
 This argument was used to claim H.O.O.Q. (1919) as one of the first assisted ready-made artworks. 
This work is a cheap postcard-sized reproduction of the Mona Lisa, on which Duchamp drew a 
moustache and a goatee. This ready-made is one of the most well known acts of transforming an existing 
famous work of art, signing it and claiming it as an ‘original’. The title when pronounced in French, puns 
the phrase "Elle a chaud au cul", translating colloquially as, "she has a hot ass" (n.a. n.d.). 
 
lxv
 Norman Bryson (1983) argues that the distinction between glance and gaze is that Western painting 
fixes the gaze of the viewer where social conventions intend.  In order to fix this gaze of pleasure Bryson 
argues that Western painting has traditionally concealed the mark as mark, so as to conceal the status of 
the sign as sign.  When painting is conceived alternatively as glance, the mark is valued for itself rather 
than subjugated within a seamless illusion (Nadaner 1998, 176). 
 
lxvi
The structuralist “Klein Group” is illustrated with a square that posits the sum total of logical possibilities 
in any closed conceptual system e.g. religious belief or linguistic categories.  The group begins with the 
simple opposition but then complements it with a second pair, its negation i.e. love, hate, not- love, not-
hate (Elkins 1998, 104). It speaks to the spaces between traditional binary opposites that constitute the 
traditional rational discourse of Western logic and philosophy. 
  
lxvii
 The meaning and involvement with subject matter is not the focus of this study.  It was carefully 
considered and what would be interesting to explore, for example, in relation to the fascination and 
revulsion that the sight and sensation of raw meat demands from the artist, is Sartre’s notion of visqueux 
(slimy). As described by Krauss: “This is a condition that Sartre analyzes as neither liquid nor solid, but as 
somewhere midway between the two.  Solids, Sartre reasons, are like tools; they can be taken up and put 
down again, having served their purpose. But the slimy, in the form of the gagging suction of a leech-like 
past that will not release its grip, seems to contain its own form of possessiveness.  It is, Sartre writes, 
“the revenge of the In-itself.” Coming as it does from Sartre’s project to ground psychoanalysis in a 
phenomenology of the object, the concern here is to grasp forms of matter as ontological conditions 
ultimately relates to the metaphysical purport of sliminess to the way the autonomous subject is 
compromised by this substance (in Kocur & Leung 2005, 308), which Sartre relentlessly characterizes as 
feminine – yielding, clinging, sweet, passive.  For the ontological condition here analyzed as a function of 
substances has as its psychic component a threat to autonomy and self-definition due to the suffocating 
nearness of the mother. The abject, understood as this undifferentiable maternal lining – a kind of 
feminine sublime, albeit composed of the infinite unspeakableness of bodily disgust: of blood, of excreta, 
of mucous membranes – is ultimately cast, within the theorization of abject art, as multiple forms of the 
wound.  Because whether or not the feminine subject is actually at stake in a given work, it is the 
character of being wounded, victimized, traumatised, marginalized, that is seen as what is in play within 
this domain” (2005, 398). 
 
lxviii
Heuristic, as defined by the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary of Current English (7
th
 ed.), means a 
method of solving problems by finding practical ways of dealing with them, or learning from experience. 
 
lxix
 Danto asserts that edges have always been important in painting. That they can be said to have 
generated the composition that occupies the space they mark out, since it would be in relationship to the 
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edges that foci and eye points are compositionally relevant.   Paintings in which the realities of the edges 
are defined are “virtual embodiments of the ontological argument, presenting as part of their structure 
what they are about – self-instantiating entities (Danto 1981, 87).” These paintings become “at once 
vehicles of meaning and material objects (1981, 88).” The edges of a painting, as Wittgenstein observed, 
are often not included in the visual field subject to interpretation or specific analytical attention, “much in 
the way that death is not part of life, since it is not something we live through (which is a definition of “an 
event in one’s life)” (1981, 123).  In the Carcass paintings that form part of this study, the edges are 
important, both in the sense that they (the paintings that have a ‘deep’ wooden structure’) restrain the 
viewer’s eye, not allowing their gaze to slide off past the edges without considering the edge presented. 
These contrast with the paintings that are shallower, allowing for the gaze to extend past the edge of the 
structure of the painting, where the edges are the “boundaries of the masses that the canvas shows” 
(1981, 124).  It is this that makes reification into any traditional genre difficult, these paintings become 
new objects, “a three-dimensional work, sculpture in very flat relief.  In this respect, we bring the object 
into our own space, to the extent that the space we live in (ibid)”, (or are viewing these paintings in) 
includes the edges of these paintings but not the spaces included in these paintings; although they are of 
flesh, just as we are, but of an interior we are conscious of, that we experience as ‘real ’, but cannot see 
for ourselves.  
 
lxx
 The term “formless” refers to the concept developed by Bataille, Kristeva, Bois and Krauss. In relation 
to the exhibition of paintings, the idea of formless specifically refers to, as Krauss has described in relation 
to Cindy Sherman’s work (2005, 399), the use of “wild light”; or gleams: a kind of luminous dispersal that 
is not unlike what Krauss suggests Jacques Lacan describes as Gaze, which he says “always participates 
in the ambiguity of the jewel” (in Kocur & Leung 2005, 400). This scattered light which in the exhibition of 
paintings takes the form of abrupt highlights on the bits of painted flesh; or of the flesh or fat emerging out 
of an opaquely undifferentiated, blood-like, dark interior, act to prevent the coalescence of the Gestalt. 
Here Gestalt refers to the notion of a whole body from the outlines of which nothing is “missing”: the 
vertical Gestalt orientation always assumed in the imaginary field, mirroring as it does the viewer’s own 
bodily dimensions. This use of scattered light disrupts the operation of the model by which subject and 
object are put into reciprocity as two poles of unification: the unified ego (2005, 399) at the one end and 
its object at the other. This Gaze works against the Gestalt, against form.  It is in this sense that to be “in 
the picture” within this alternative model is not to feel interpreted by society’s meaning, is not to feel, that 
is, whole; it is to feel dispersed, subject to a picture organised not by form but by formlessness. 
 
lxxi
 This approach links more generally to the notion of “informe” (formless), as already discussed in a 
previous note. This is the general notion as reflected in the title of an exhibition (L’Informe: Mode ď 
emploi, May 21 to August 26, 1996 at Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris), and subsequent book, 
organised and published by Rosalind Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois (1997, 9). 
 
lxxii
If, as described in the introduction, Rosalind Krauss suggests that a successful work of art in this post-
medium age should reflect on its own practice in relation to the past (2000, 10), then, this concluding 
chapter must begin at least from the assumption that there is some quality or process called art.  This art, 
as Pollock explains, needs its own discipline, which will then be subject to historical analysis: the 
axiomatic term ‘art’ forming the commonality across which the differences of historical cultures can be 
mapped to allow us to perceive some kind of ontological evolution, development or change (2007, 147).  
The privileged object ‘art’ needs to have a historical and structural unity, as already discussed in the 
endnote on “normative art theory”.  
 
lxxiii
This is discussed by Richard Wolheim where he articulates how when a theory gives an externalist 
answer to the question of what a painting is, the theory or theoretician foregrounds a particular property of 
a painting, “that has nothing to do with its being a painting, with its paintingness” (1987, 15) He asserts 
that what matters is what the artist does, not what he says; “What the artist says is, in this context as in 
many others, merely evidence, and tainted evidence at that, for what he has done or will do” (ibid). What 
he suggests as an alternative understanding is the internalist understanding that a painting is a work of art 
because of the activity from which it issues; “more precisely, in virtue of the way  in which this activity is 
practiced” (ibid). So since the activity from which paintings issue is painting, and since the way in which 
painting has to be practiced, if it is to give rise to works of art, can only be as an art, then this assertion 
supports the position taken in this dissertation: that painting is an art in the 21
st
 century. This is specifically 
so, if in the activity of making (the intentional manipulation of medium) the painting recursively refers to 
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the visual conventions of the activities associated with making art, as traditionally established and 
cognitively and perceptually appreciated, but in a way that extends our corporeal understanding of what it 
is that we are experiencing (1987, 15-17). 
 
lxxiv
 This approach references Hegel’s “sensual presentation of the idea”, or the presentation of the idea of 
a thing by means of the sense.  “Sensual presentation of the idea” is something art makes possible 
through its ability to identify the form of a thing (Idea), which we grasp intellectually, and its content 
(appearance), which we encounter through the senses (Graham 2000, 201) 
lxxv
“Liquid modernity” is Zygmut Bauman’s term for the present condition of the world as contrasted with 
the "solid" modernity that preceded it. According to Bauman, the passage from "solid" to "liquid" modernity 
has created a new and unprecedented setting for individual life pursuits, confronting individuals with a 
series of challenges never before encountered. Social forms and institutions no longer have enough time 
to solidify and cannot serve as frames of reference for human actions and long-term life plans, so 
individuals have to find other ways to organise their lives. Individuals have to splice together an unending 
series of short-term projects and episodes that don’t add up to the kind of sequence to which concepts 
like "career" and "progress" could be meaningfully applied. Such fragmented lives require individuals to 
be flexible and adaptable — to be constantly ready and willing to change tactics at short notice, to 
abandon commitments and loyalties without regret and to pursue opportunities according to their current 
availability. In liquid modernity the individual must act, plan actions and calculate the likely gains and 
losses of acting (or failing to act) under conditions of endemic uncertainty (Jay 2010). 
 
lxxvi
 James Gaywood explains that despite the art of YBAs seeming to suggest a fresh, critical, innovative 
aesthetic response; their significance was primarily constructed in the popular media, and not validated in 
the critical field of art praxis. How the inspired manipulation and exploitation of the developing values 
shaping the dominant field of art practice and discourse during the 1980’s can be observed in Damien 
Hirst’s use of popular media and private funding resources to promote his early curatorial show, titled 
“Freeze” in July 1988, while still a student at Goldsmiths Art college in London. This reflected Hirst’s 
uncanny ability to correctly predict the declining significance of traditional art criticism, and the 
increasingly central role of popular media in creating a mythical celebrity artistic persona, ensuring 
popular commercial success (Kocur & Leung 2005, 92). Angry art critics and reviewers such as Robert 
Hughes, Peter Fuller and Dave Hickey, and philosophers such as Jean Baudrillard, accused the art world, 
represented by the kind of art practice employed by Hirst and other YBAs, of conspiring in its own 
disappearance (Smith 2009, 248). 
 
lxxvii
As Julian Bell describes the activity of painting: “The tools are considered first, what is outside the 
painter, and what is inside her.  The brush-stroke can be both more than she meant, and less than she 
meant.  In referring to something it alters it.  That is the pleasure of using tools and materials: they 
surprise us by their difference from thought: that is their playfulness, their fun; that is the area of 
indeterminacy, of half-meaning, they share with the market-place/funfair.  The self, however, is the area of 
having and determining.  We can compare it with the institution: it puts things in place and says exactly 
what they stand for.  It is ‘sense’, in Frege’s terminology – a zone holding together the ‘reference’ made 
by the tools and establishing firm relations of communication and representation. Inside the self, or its 
visible shape, the body, lie the resources of the mind, brought into focus by the same spirit or conscious 
life that quickens the limbs. The mind, however, can seem to open out, in knowledge, beyond body and 
self.  It may opt to contemplate the being of things, rather than closing around them in possession.  It can 
become fascinated by them – like the viewer absorbed by the singularity of a painting within a museum, in 
the experience of ‘aesthesis’.  The mind can go beyond meaning, beyond representation, to reach for 
presence.  Beyond which, there is that which we cannot name - except that it is what we started with, 
whatever was outside us and outside the market.  As soon as we say ‘object’, ‘reality’, ‘thing itself’, we 
have re-entered the arena of reference and hence representation, as we are bound to, on this side of the 
painting, the brush and the grave.  So there is a full circle of ways in which paintings exist.  They are, 
since we have to use the word, ‘mere objects’, our prototype flat things; they are visual effects, of 
indefinite meaning; they are meaningful representations; they are sheer presence (Bell 1999, 237).” 
 
lxxviii
 This new way of imagining could be what Terry Smith describes as “the iconomy”.  This is the 
recognition of the subtle power and the all-pervasiveness of the contemporary trafficking of images.  He 
describes how from the Documenta 11 exhibition in Kassel in mid-2002, he witnessed people learning 
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more about the current state of world affairs than was possible, at that time, to glean from official and 
commercial media.  This demonstrated the interrogation of contemporaneity by artists and the new values 
emergent from this which, according to Smith, are slowly spreading.  As he goes on to describe how 
through this “Faustian exchange” both the conformist and the critical tendencies take advantage of the 
fact that contemporary art is uniquely plugged in to the image economy, the symbolic exchange between 
people, interest groups and cultures that take predominantly visual forms (2009, 249). 
 
lxxix
 This idea of art as a searching for form to describe the as-yet-unthought-of, Krauss links to Bataille’s 
notion that what can be taken as the most forceful centripetal pull of society is a power, not of attraction, 
but one of repulsion, with the sacred core now a function of those very things that had before been 
classed as “abject”.  Here abjection is a term used by both Bataille and Kristeva linking the sacred to 
horrific powers of impurity (Krauss in Kocur & Leung 2005, 396). Krauss suggests however, that 
Kristeva’s theorization of the abject had a very different starting point from Bataille’s.  The question 
Kristeva has been asking is how to conceive the connection between subject and object, whether subject 
is psyche and the object the soma, or subject a conscious being and object, its world (2005, 397). This 
consideration extends to how an artist might conceive of the connection between the theoretical aspect 
(the dissertation, subject paint as flesh) and the activity of making (the objects) in this study. Both are 
concerned with the body (soma) as flesh, expressed through paint as substance and subject, but can 
painting constitute both subject and object?  Is the theory the psyche and paintings the soma; both 
concerned with representing an experience of the abject, where the sacred powers of art making are 
exploring, revealing the horrific powers of impurity exemplified here by the flesh of slaughtered animals in 
an abattoir?  
 
lxxx
 Danto describes how Nietzsche gives an account of “the transformation of the vehicles of 
representation from magical incarnations to mere symbols” which occurred in the context of ancient 
Greece. Images were seen contrasting with a reality they were previously supposed to participate in. 
“Under the structures of magic, these figures and rites had no semantic structure; they only acquired that 
when they began to be representations, in the sense of standing for what it was also believed they 
resembled.  And then, over time, stand for or denoting came to be less and less an important thing for 
artworks to do, except in special commemorative cases e.g. portraits, historical paintings. They underwent 
a transformation from being simply part of reality, itself magically structured by virtue of the fact that 
special things, regarded as possessing special powers, were capable of multiple presentations, into things 
that contrasted with reality, standing outside and against it, so to speak, as reality itself underwent a 
corresponding transformation in which it lost its magic in men’s eyes.  Artworks became the sort of 
representation we now regard language as being, though even language – words- once formed a magical 
part of reality and participated in the substance of things we would now say merely form part of their 
extensions (Danto 1981, 77)”. 
 
lxxxi
 Gordon Graham explains that according to Derrida our way of understanding the world has been 
subjected to a crucial rupture in the history of thought. This is the poststructuralist realisation that there is 
no fixed locus, no centre, but a function: a sort of nonlocus in which an infinite number of sign-
substitutions come into play.  Derrida declares this is the moment when, in the absence of a centre or 
origin, everything becomes discourse (in Graham 2000, 194). The main problem Derrida identifies is that 
to express, or even merely to signal the abandonment of traditional ways of thinking, requires us to use 
the language of tradition, and hence to run the risk of being recaptured by it. What he is not suggesting is 
for a whole new language to be developed (which proves unimaginable), but only that we use language in 
a different way, “knowingly,” conscious of its limitations (Graham 2000, 195). Graham suggests that 
Derrida’s solution to this different way of thinking is to “play”. That instead of becoming pessimistic and 
nihilistic due to the disappearance of structure, it is to be freed from the restraints of logic and 
predetermined meaning, offering the opportunity for an active interpretation. It is suggested that this 
echoes the approach of this study, where the lack of a ‘structural’ meaning regarding what a medium in 
art can be in the 21
st
 century, allows for an opportunity to use the substance of making painting, oil paint, 
“knowingly”; to play with the possibilities of imagining it presents.  That what is encouraged is a scriptable 
(Barthes) interpretation: meaning an interpretation which involves the viewer/reader as part of the creation 
of the work (Graham 2000, 196).  This is what Barthes describes as jouissance, a term deployed by the 
Marxist/post-structuralist theorist Lacan, similar to Derrida’s “joyous affirmation of play” (Graham 2000, 
198). However, the distinction here is that the emphasis is on the use of the visual conventions, governing 
the historically determined language of expression, describing art, i.e. the notion of specific mediums, but 
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in a way that extends the meaning “playfully”, by engaging with the epistemological process of production.  
This is where new modes of meaning and imagining can appear, from the as-yet-unknowable place that 
contemporary painting could navigate.
 
